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Abstract 
 
The purpose of this narrative inquiry study was to understand the essence of the 
experience of ESL refugee students who completed high school in United States public schools 
and who are currently in two-year or four-year colleges. All participants in this study came to the 
United States from refugee camps or countries neighboring their home countries due to war and 
violence in their home countries. A narrative inquiry approach was used, with semi-structure 
interviews to understand the refugees’ school lived experiences. Ten participants were 
interviewed, aged between 18 and 26. Seven participants were interviewed twice, and the other 
three were interviewed only once due to their limited availability.  
The findings show that refugee students had both negative and positive experiences in 
United States public schools. However, their positive experience seemed to overshadow their 
negative experience. The refugee students had more positive relationships with their ESL 
teachers compared with their mainstream teachers, and they were engaged in their ESL classes 
better than to other classes. Such positivity seems to be because these ESL teachers were 
supportive, shared similar background with their students, and were better trained to teach 
refugee students. This study shows that these refugee students were enthusiastic, dreamers, and 
were following the path of success. Such positive attitude these students have seemed to be 
because of students’ motivation, teachers’ support, and the teaching practices performed by their 
teachers. 
As the United States continues to welcome refugees from around the world, this study 
will help teachers to improve their understanding of refugee students, and it will shape 
recommendations for further scholarly research.  
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Chapter 1. Introduction 
In March 1991, I witnessed the brutal scene of my father’s execution by Saddam’s men, 
and at the age of 10, I fled Iraq without my family to a refugee camp in the Saudi Arabian desert, 
where I re-united with family after three months. In the camp, I taught myself the English 
language so I could work for the United Nations, and the UN could help me and my family to 
resettle somewhere and start a new life. Because I performed translation for the United Nations 
High Commissioner for Refugees and the US Immigration Service, my family and I were 
granted asylum to the US. On May 22, 1996, San Diego was our first destination in our new 
settlement place. I started school the next school year because we arrived in the US at the 
beginning of summer. First, I was placed in English as a second language (ESL) classes. I had so 
much going on in my life. I was traumatized, and I was still recovering from the tough life we 
experienced in the refugee camp, in addition to the culture shock moving to the United States. I 
felt as if none of my teachers listened to me, and none of them seemed to know or even ask why 
I was not engaged with the class and why I often skipped class. I approached my ESL teachers 
because they had dealt with many foreign students, and I felt that they would understand my 
situation better. I was surprised that my teachers did not even know there was an Iraqi refugee 
camp in Saudi Arabia, with about 45,000 refugees, built immediately after the first Gulf war.  
In my ESL classes, I did not feel that I belonged to these classes. I did not know how to 
do homework. I had no idea of my teachers’ expectations because the entire education system 
was foreign, and I had missed five years of formal education when I was living in the camp. I 
needed someone to help me, but I was afraid to ask because I feared being ridiculed by my 
classmates or teachers. Although there were some refugee and immigrant students in class, I was 
the newest, and the others seemed to know more of what was happening in school. I was getting 
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low scores in tests, but not because I did not study or because my English skills were poor. 
Instead, I had no idea how to take the tests because the styles were different from tests I used to 
take in Iraq. In sum, I was doing poorly in school, and, sadly, none of my teachers tried to help 
and no one cared. 
In April 1997, we had to move to Minnesota, where my brothers were promised to find a 
job easier than in San Diego. Thus, I transferred to a high school in Minneapolis. With my 
intrinsic motivation and my enthusiasm to continue my education, I had to decipher the school 
system mostly by myself and with the help of one Somali ESL teacher and other immigrant 
students who later became my friends. In 1999, I graduated from high school and attended a 
community college in Minnesota. After receiving a BA in linguistics from a state university, I 
decided to immediately pursue an MA in TESOL (teaching English as a second language) 
because having experienced how English language saved me from a life in a refugee camp, I 
always considered teaching English to be important.  
At times, I was bullied in high school because of my different food, accent, and religion. I 
would tell people that I was from Mexico, thinking I would be treated less harshly compared 
with being a male Iraqi Muslim. At times I was frustrated because I was the only family member 
that knew English, and I had to translate for every member, read their mail, and help my 
nephews and nieces with their homework because their parents did not speak English and they 
lacked education. I was accused of stealing American jobs and called a foreigner or a refugee or 
a stateless person. My teachers made false assumptions about me and my family because we 
were from Iraq. These reasons and many more motivated me to conduct this research to 
determine whether other refugee students have had experiences similar to my experience as a 
refugee 23 years ago.  
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Statement of Problem 
When refugee students first arrive in the U.S., they struggle to adjust to American school 
systems because of factors such as emotional trauma, cultural differences, and language barriers 
(Roxas, 2008). Although some ESL and non-ESL teachers are aware of refugee student 
backgrounds and situations, they tend to focus on teaching mostly the English language, 
forgetting that refugee student academic success depends not only on language acquisition but 
also on proper learning of social and emotional skills (Szente et al., 2006, p.16).  
The education literature focuses primarily on the learning of English. The social science 
and psychology literature recognizes a range of life issues experienced by refugees in their new 
country of residence. It is important to recognize not only that refugee students need more than 
the learning the language skills, but also that teachers are in an important position to support 
refugee students socially and emotionally, and this can lead refugee students to experience many 
less difficulties in their education. Learning is influenced by life experiences inside and outside 
the classroom, and life is influenced by the experience of learning in schools (among other 
things). Roxas (2008) says “The problems that refugee students and their families face in U.S. 
public schools often result in experiences of isolation and rejection, lower achievement scores on 
standardized tests, higher drop-out rates, and antisocial behavior and rejection by peers” (p. 1).  
I found more research about refugee psychological issues and parental engagement than 
research on refugee student experience in public schools. This deficiency of information about 
refugee student school experience could be a problem for teachers, principals, and, ultimately 
their students’ education. 
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Statement of Purpose  
Based on the limited number of studies that have examined refugee student academic 
challenges and the academic and social experience in U.S. public schools, I found it extremely 
important to conduct a study of this topic. The purpose of this qualitative study was to determine 
what refugee students experience in terms of their education, social relationships, and adaptation 
in public schools. This research also sees the role teachers play in the experience of refugee 
students, and whether caring and supportive teachers (Noddings, 1995) have an influence on 
refugee students’ school experience. I wanted to see what stories they could recall that can reveal 
these dynamics. This research brings greater attention to the needs of refugee students and helps 
teachers to learn more about refugee students. The study involved interviewing refugee college 
students, who narrated their memories of high school experience. I chose college students 
because they had both memories of their educational experience and the maturity of age to 
reflect upon those experiences.  
Research Questions 
This qualitative study addressed the following research questions. The questions 
pertained to both ESL and non-ESL classes and teachers in high school.  
1. How do refugee students experience life in U.S. public schools?	
a. What positive experiences did they have, and what enabled those experiences?	
b. What struggles and challenges did they experience, and how did they overcome 
the challenges? 	
c. How are relationships with teachers, peers, and other school staff characterized 
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and experienced? 	
2. What does “care” look like in high school classes with refugee students?	
a. How did refugee students experience the four components of care (modeling, 
practice, dialogue, and confirmation), practiced by their teachers?	
b. How did the practice of care by teachers help refugee students academically and 
socially? 	
c. How has “care” in high school shaped refugee students’ post-high school lives?	
3. How do the experiences of being a refugee and migrant shape educational experience?	
 6 
 
Chapter 2. Literature Review 
The United States is known as a country of immigrants and refugees, and the number of 
refugees has been increasing in the last few years. According to Fratzke (2019), nearly 54,000 
refugees resettled in the United States in 2017 and about 45,000 in 2018, mostly from Iraq, Syria, 
Democratic Republic of Congo, Somalia, and Burma (Zong & Batalova, 2017). Based on a 
United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) report, about half of the refugees 
arriving in the US are children. Some of these children arrive separated from their families 
(Henley & Robinson, 2011). Refugees often go through a long journey that Henley and Robinson 
(2011) try to divide into three migration phases: pre-migration, migration, and post-migration. 
Henley and Robinson (2011) say that, in each phase, refugees most likely go through traumatic 
events and hardship. 
Many studies have been conducted about refugee experience, but few have shed light on 
refugee children and how their experiences affected their psychological and educational needs 
(Hart, 2009). Most of these children, who come from war zones and who have fled persecution, 
have brought numerous mental health issues with them, including PTSD, depression, and 
anxiety, to name a few. Not only do their past experiences affect refugee childrens’ 
psychological health, but acculturation and assimilation in their new country is also a difficult 
process proven to negatively affect refugee students’ mental health (Berman, 2001). However, 
Mathews (2008) showed that refugee students often cope and adapt resiliently if supported 
socially. This literature review will examine what studies have said about refugees generally and 
refugee students specifically.  
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Refugee Migration Stages 
A refugee is defined as one who fled their home country to escape death or persecution 
because of violence, war, racial issues, natural disasters, or political and religious conflicts (Rah 
et al., 2009). According to the UNHCR (2018), refugees cannot return to their countries. Before 
resettling in new home countries, refugees pass through several stages of migration, and they 
may spend years in refugee camps before they are either approved or rejected by a host country.  
According to Henley and Robinson (2011), refugees journey through three stages – pre-
migration, migration, and post-migration – or, as the authors also called the journey, the 
resettlement stage, which refers to the longer process of settling in a new country. The migration 
journeys of refugees differ from one country to another depending on the geographical location 
and the circumstances present in their home countries (Henley & Robinson, 2011). The 
migration trajectories of refugees, asylum seekers, and other immigrants also vary in other 
notable ways. Refugees come to the U.S. with refugee status determined prior to arriving, and 
they often have help in the early months of settlement. However, asylum seekers must wait for 
decisions about their applications. “Generally, a positive response to an asylum seeker’s 
application makes him or her a refugee” (Iversen & Morken, 2004, p. 465). According to Iversen 
and Morken (2004), asylum seekers face difficult times because they have to wait for an 
unknown decision regarding their status. Conversely, immigrants come to the US with no 
governmental supports, although affluent immigrants often have support from employers who 
recruited them or one of their family members. Less affluent immigrants might or might not have 
family members in the U.S. Immigrants who come to the U.S. without documentation face an 
even more precarious journey and support structure. Although this chapter focuses primarily on 
the experiences of refugees, the experiences of others are also important because they are also 
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likely to be in U.S. schools alongside refugees, so understanding similarities and differences in 
their experiences is worth noting. 
The Pre-Migration Stage 
Refugees flee their home countries, seeking asylum elsewhere for many reasons. They 
may face persecution and genocide, human rights violations, or warfare (Hart, 2009). According 
to Berman (2001), prior to fleeing their countries, many refugee children have either witnessed 
or directly experienced the murder of one of their family members, forcing them to flee with no 
accompanying adult. “Many refugee children struggle with ongoing separation from family 
members and friends and the ambiguous loss of those whose fate is unknown” (Henley & 
Robinson, 2011, 52). Before they start their migration journeys, often refugee children are 
separated from their parents and joined with unfamiliar families; this situation can affect children 
negatively even more so than the other hardships (Berman, 2001). Leaving one’s home can be an 
immediate and abrupt move, with little time to plan.  
The Migration Stage 
 Refugees can face many different obstacles during their migrations. Often, these 
hindrances take the form of long and dangerous water crossings or lengthy journeys on foot in 
harsh conditions and across dangerous terrain. Food, water, and shelter are often in short supply, 
and the journeys can last weeks or months before some semblance of safety is reached (Hekmat, 
2010). Luster, Qin, Bates, Johnson, and Rana (2009) reported qualitative research about the 
experience of ten refugees from Sudan (the lost boys of Sudan); the authors described coping 
experiences in the United States and discussed the journey of the Sudanese youth led by elders 
and the rebel army to a refugee camp in Ethiopia. They reported that many children hid in bushes 
 9 
 
fearing death from the militias and government troops. The children walked for weeks or 
months. One Sudanese refugee said  
A lot of children died too. It kind of really was a lot of reasons for these children to die. 
First one, they did not have enough food to eat. Second, they did not have enough water. 
At night sometimes it raining; it’s really cold and they don’t have enough blankets. And 
they think about where their parents is. All of those things together can explain why the 
children die. (p, 206) 
 
In Chanoff’s (2005) article about how the lost boys of Sudan left their country and 
established their life in the United States, one finds that “For some the trek lasted a matter of 
weeks; for others it took up to three months. With no shoes, no food or water other than what 
they could find along the way, and no protection, death came in many forms: militia attacks, 
animal predation, infection, starvation, and thirst” (p. 38). In addition, though refugees take these 
paths to find security, they often face numerous hardships on the way, such as dehydration, wild 
animals, and the lack of basic resources; some witness the death of relatives or fellow travelers 
(Hekmat, 2010). Although refugees have difficult experiences during their migration stage, their 
final stage of migration is a mix of hardship and resilience.  
The Post-Migration Stage 
Aside from refugee student experiences during asylum journeys and their experiences 
prior to those journeys, refugee students face a mixed set of positive and negative experiences in 
their new countries, including adapting to new cultures, social interaction, and learning about 
education systems. Despite struggles refugees face during their post-migration stage (Henley & 
Robinson, 2011), some try to make this difficult process easier. Luster et al. (2009), for example, 
noted that the Sudanese refugees talked about different strategies that helped them cope with 
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their family separation issue. Some used sleep as a way to disengage from the stress and some 
made themselves believe that they never met their parents so that they could move on with their 
lives. Others said that reading the Bible or doing school work distracted them from thinking 
about their past. In the same study, some Sudanese refugees said their hardships made their 
hearts stronger. Some refugees look at this stage of settlement as opportunities. Many of the “lost 
boys of Sudan” found that education was the key to a better future in their new countries. 
According to Chanoff (2005), many of the Sudanese boys began to realize and comprehend how 
Americans live and obtain good jobs. In addition, many believed the path to success in the 
United States was the path of education, thus, some obtained PhD, teaching, and engineering 
degrees. Chanoff (2005) also said that the greatest hurdle for these refugees was adapting to the 
culture and the way of learning in the U.S. system 
Culture, Change and Adaptation 
Culture 
 Culture seems to be a complex word to define; Eagleton (2016) believes ‘culture’ is the 
third most complex word to define in the English language. Eagleton (2016) gives four different 
definitions. Culture can mean “(1) a body of artistic and intellectual work; (2) a process of 
spiritual and intellectual development; (3) the value, customs, beliefs and symbolic practices by 
which men and women live; (4) a whole way of life” (p. 1).  From an anthropological 
perspective, examples three and four (above) are pertinent1. The field of anthropology has over 
                                                
 
1 Definition 1 refers to artifacts – artistic and literary forms primarily – which reflect a notion of “high culture”, 
although most anthropologists consider all artifacts cultural, from chidlren’s art to kitchen towels and a set of 
screwdrivers Artifacts reflect what is meaningful in life, including the mundane. The second definition is to learning 
and human growth; learning takes place everywhere in life (not just in schools). Both of these feed into a broader 
understanding of culture as a web of influence or a symbolic meaning system that governs all of life, which is the 
notion of culture that is engaged when talking about cultural adaptation. 
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200 definitions of the concept of culture, but generally they all reflect a holistic, ever-changing, 
learned way of life. Ways of living are influenced by cultural beliefs, values, and symbolic 
practices, most of which are sub-conscious, as they are learned by living. 
Cultures can be represented by regions such as Eastern, Western and Mediterranean, and 
culture can represent specific groups such as black culture and working-class culture 
(Chryssochoou, 2004). Yet there is often more variation within groups than across groups.  
It is important to mention two different types of cultures – individualistic and 
collectivistic. People from individualistic cultures are more likely to have an independent view of 
themselves. They often see their lives as more separate from other people instead of being 
intertwined. Conversely, people from collectivistic cultures are more likely to have an 
interdependent view of themselves. They tend to be connected to others and their social 
relationships are characterized by cooperation (Chryssochoou, 2004). These two types of 
cultures play an important role in social interactions and relationships among people from 
different cultures (Chryssochoou, 2004). Notably, however, no one culture is one or the other in 
the extreme because all cultures have some elements of both. Cultures lie across this continuum 
varies, thus, it is important not stereotype people as being solely one or the other. 
Cultural Change 
 The concept of culture is not static, thus, it does not stay as is, but it constantly changes 
as the world changes (Lewis 2013) and as people come into contact with others. Globalization is 
one such force that influences cultural change (Parker, 1997). According to Choi (2002), 
globalization is “the intensification of worldwide social relations which link distant localities in 
such a way that local happenings are shaped by events occurring many miles away and vice 
versa” (p. 9). Similarly, Parker (1997) defines globalization as “a growing sense that events 
 12 
 
occurring throughout the world are converging rapidly to shape a single, integrated world where 
economic, social cultural, technological, business, and other influences cross traditional borders 
and boundaries such as nations, national cultures, time, space, and industries with increasing 
ease” (p. 484). In addition to media, military and the spread of religions are also reasons of 
cultural globalization and culture change (Popkewitz & Rizvi, 2009). Moreover, globalization 
forced some schools in other countries to change their home culture and adopt the western 
culture instead. Some Third World schools tend to follow Western culture to show their 
committmemt to Western school models “according to fuller (1990), especially “fragile” Third 
World states (Fuller looks primarily at Africa) adopt models of education following the western 
patterns in order to “signal” their commitment to Western-style progress and modernization 
through mass opportunity and meritocracratic rules” (Levinson, Foley & Holland, 1996, p. 16). 
 Migration is another influence on culture change. According to Chryssochoou (2004), 
migration plays a significant role in culture change. When people migrate and leave their 
families, customs and lifestyles, they face new traditions, new values and ways of living, and so 
their home culture usually changes because of the new culture in which they live (Chryssochoou, 
2014). Gonzales-Fuentes and Iglesias-Fernandez (2013) aver that culture change is not only 
limited to language, but it also includes changes attire, customs, and behavior. It may take years 
or even generations for someone to acculturate (Gonzales-Fuentes & Iglesias-Fernandez, 2013).  
According to Levinson, Foley and Holland (1996), schools play a major role in changing 
cultures. The authors gave an example of how schools spread a certain culture by education. 
They said French schools consider intelligent people to be those who follow their culture capital, 
which is “their taste for certain cultural produccts (arts, literature, film, music). Their manner of 
deporment, speech, style of dress, consumption pattern, and the like” (p. 6). Therefore, the 
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culture promoted by French schools forces students who practice different culture (e.g., watch 
different types of films, listen to different types of music, and use different types of art) to either 
follow French culture or be looked at as non-intellegent.  
Acculturation and Adaptation 
Acculturation is the process of acquiring a second (or subsequent) culture. Berman 
(2001) discusses how cultures change: “the process of mutual cultural exchange resulting from 
contact between cultures, during which each culture influences the other” (246). When 
immigrants face new traditions and different lifestyles, they may feel anxious around people 
from the new culture; often immigrants feel that they need to cope and accommodate to their 
new life, so they will be accepted and comfortable around people from their new culture 
(Chryssochoou, 2014). Often immigrants, refugees and asylum seekers face discrimination and 
prejudice against their cultures and traditions, thus, they may feel they need to adjust and rebuild 
their lives: “most immigrants feel the need to have contact with the majority group, because this 
can help them to master their new environment” (Chryssochoou, 2014, p. 24).  
Other factors that affect refugee adolescents’ acculturation processes include learning a 
new language, and issues with social integration (Steel et al., 2017). Learning a host country’s 
language usually helps refugees acculturate faster. Doing so builds a better social life by easing 
communication with host country citizens and helping refugees find jobs (Keyes & Kane, 2004). 
One refugee in Keyes and Kane’s (2004) study commented that she always felt isolated from her 
new home because she could not choose the exact words to express her innermost feelings, 
which made her feel cut off from the natives. Even people who do acculturate rapidly can suffer 
from higher degrees of depression because they tend to feel they are drifting away from their 
home culture (Steel, et al., 2017). Another challenge refugees may face is feeling a sense of 
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belonging in their new homes. Because refugees experience grief and homesickness, they often 
feel lonely and their new home does not feel like home (Keyes & Kane, 2004). Although some 
refugees adapt to their new culture, adapting can be difficult due to psychological and emotional 
stress (Keyes & Kane, 2004).  
Emotional and Psychological Issues 
Refugees have survived trauma and oppression in their home country prior to arrival in 
their countries of settlement (Keyes & Kane, 2004). Keyes and Kane (2004) report that refugees 
have often experienced the loss of either their family members or relatives, and have experienced 
displacement from their homes, social isolation and identity transformation. Therefore, they can 
be at risk of negative psychological and physical health. Although research shows that some 
refugees encounter some psychological problems due to their life threatening experiences, other 
research shows that some refugees tend to re-elevate their lives, show empathy to others, and 
build strong relationships with coworkers, families, and friends (Schweitzer, Greenslade & 
Kagee, 2007). In this section, I will discuss two emotional and psychological issues: (1) trauma 
and resilience and (2) post-traumatic stress disorder.  
Trauma and Resilience 
 Refugee children, especially those who have experienced war and oppression, suffer from 
inhibited child development (Keyes & Kane, 2004). Keyes and Kane (2004) believe that children 
of war and violence tend to grow up too fast and lose their childhood too early, which causes 
them to miss the gradual moral and emotional transition from childhood to adulthood. When 
nurtured by caring parents and living in a safe environment, this transition plays a crucial role in 
a child’s cognitive development (Punämaki, 2002). However, because traumatized children lack 
this process, their cognitive development is negatively affected. Missing this important stage of 
 15 
 
life causes many refugee children to experience isolation, anti-social attitudes, and low self-
esteem, all of which can lead to awkward social lives (Punämaki, 2002). Punämaki (2000) found 
that his study subjects (Palestinian children) were lonely and did not want to interact with others 
because they felt that no one could understand their feelings.  
 Although refugee students’ psychological issues are major negative influences on their 
education, a qualitative study performed by Mathews (2008) revealed some effective practices 
that help traumatized refugee students. The author asserted that a refugee student shows 
resilience when surrounded by a positive school environment and a supportive community. Hos 
(2016) defined resilience as “the manifestation of competence of children although they have 
been exposed to stressful events” (482).  In Mathews (2008), an ESL coordinator said that many 
of her students were strong and resilient and that they worked hard to succeed without quitting. 
The coordinator added that refugee students overcame language and mental barriers by practical 
and emotional support offered by the school, such as talking to students about hope for the 
future. As a result, resilience is one trait of child survivors of wars (Hos, 2016). 
 In another qualitative study, Schweitzer et al. (2007) discussed different strategies 
Sudanese refugees used to cope with their trauma after arriving in Australia. Some participants 
reported that they relied on people from the Sudanese community that had earlier moved to 
Australia because the existing immigrants knew what new refugees face, and they were given 
advice about going to schools and finding jobs. However, several study participants said that 
seeking support from Australians was more helpful because Australians, knowing the culture, 
could helped refugees adapt faster. Some participants said that their religious beliefs and praying 
to God helped them cope with trauma and loneliness.  
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Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder 
PTSD is one of the major issues and the most common psychiatric disorder that refugee 
youths experience after resettlement (Johnson & Thompson, 2008). Fazel et al. (2005) found that 
35% of refugee adolescents and young adults were diagnosed with PTSD. There are several 
reasons refugee children are exceptionally prone to PTSD. Many of these reasons are related to 
the pre-migration and migration stage. Most refugee children have seen violence and over half 
have witnessed the imprisonment and/or torture of one or both of their parents (Montgomery, 
2010). Montgomery (2010) showed that most of the Iranian and Iraqi children whom he 
interviewed and who were diagnosed with PTSD had family members who had experienced 
torture or execution (479). Kruz, Cava, Woller and Schmitz (2009) and Montgomery (2010) 
assert that the younger the refugees were when they experienced trauma the more likely they will 
be diagnosed with PTSD. Therefore, refugee youth and adolescents show more symptoms of 
PTSD, such as sleep problems, nightmares, and depression, compared with older refugees 
(Montgomery, 2010). Berman (2001) stated that younger refugee trauma is harsher than that of 
older refugees because younger refugees feel incapable of talking about what they have 
experienced, and. even if they do talk about the past, they are less able to provide a full picture of 
what they have seen (p. 247).  
 Although Kruz et al. (2009) found that 62% of their refugee participants did not improve 
and still showed PTSD symptoms even after 20 years, other researchers such as Montgomery 
(2010) found that child refugee behavior most likely would improve after resettlement, 
treatment, and family help. Communication between refugee parents and their children, 
including discussions about their journeys, help refugee children understand their situation and 
encourage them to foster collaborative problem solving (Walsh, 2003). Montgomery (2010) 
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believes that it is unreasonable to expect refugee youths to grow out of their problems without 
positive changes in living and social environments. Therefore, attaining safety and security and 
addressing post-migration stress greatly helps refugee children cope with PTSD (Laban et al., 
2005).   
Refugee Student School Experience 
 Although some investigators such as Hos (2016) have discussed struggles refugee 
students face while attending schools in their countries of settlement, other researchers, e.g., 
Kanu (2008), say that refugee students showed a positive attitude towards their new education 
experiences. This section will discuss refugee student experiences in schools, with a focus on 
bullying and discrimination, second language acquisition, social interaction, interrupted 
education, and positive education experiences.  
Bullying and Discrimination 
 Demanet and Houtte (2012) defined bullying as “an anti-social Behavior (sic), in which 
an individual bully or a group of bullies willfully and repeatedly hurts other people, either 
physically or psychically, and in which an imbalance of power exists between the perpetrator(s) 
and the victim” (p. 104). Not only do refugee children face discrimination during their education 
in the country of their first asylum (Dryden-Peterson, 2015), but often they are bullied and 
discriminated against in the schools of their host country both by other students and by teachers 
(Ennab, 2017). Mthethwa-Sommers and Kisiara (2015) performed qualitative research in which 
they studied 10 high school refugee students, grades 10-12, to discover why the students were 
bullied and how they copped. The refugee students were bullied based on their physical 
characteristics, language, accent, nationality, and migration status. One refugee student from 
Somalia was told to go back to Africa and another Somali was condemned for being “too dark.” 
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One refugee student was jeered by his classmates because he could not pronounce words 
correctly in a presentation; his teacher laughed as well. Mthethwa-Sommers and Kisiara (2015) 
also examined bullying based on religion. One Muslim refugee student reported that she was 
often told by her peers to remove her headscarf, and a classmate said that Muslims are terrorists, 
which made the refugee student uncomfortable. In fact, many refugee children spoke about how 
other school children thought of them as illegal queue jumpers and often stereotyped them as 
terrorists (Mathews, 2008). 
According to Mthethwa-Sommers and Kisiara (2015), refugee students face different 
types of bullying including verbal harassment and physical forms including hitting and throwing 
objects at refugee students. In qualitative research that focused on the obstacles teachers face and 
their actions towards refugees, Roxas (2010) reported that refugee students often felt isolated and 
discriminated. One teacher said she witnessed some American-born students being mean to 
refugee students that often ended with fist fighting and sometimes deprived these refugee 
students from participating in group projects. Some refugee students lack a sense of safety and 
trust for other adults, thus, they often avoid reporting bullying incidents (Mathews, 2002). Some 
refugee students in Mthethwa-Sommer and Kisiara’s (2015) research reported that they retaliated 
in the same manner in which they were bullied. Some also related that hiding their true emotions 
was a means to preserve dignity and pride. Therefore, discrimination against refugee students by 
their peers or even their teachers could possibly cause refugee students to feel isolated and not 
welcomed, and might prevent them from being who they are. Such experience could possibly 
make it more difficult for refugee students to learn the language because in-class relationships 
and experiences also influence the learning process.  
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Second Language Acquisition 
 Although language is not the only concern of refugees, Hamilton and Moore (2004) 
suggest that learning a host country’s language has a huge influence on refugee adaptation to a 
new culture (p. 36). Learning the target language is crucial during the post-migration stage to 
help with adapting to the culture and help with social interaction (Watkins, Razee & Richters, 
2012). In Keyes and Kane’s (2004) qualitative study on belonging and adapting in the United 
States, Bosnian refugees discussed the importance of learning English in adapting to American 
social and economic life. Some participants said that not knowing English effectively prevented 
them from obtaining a stable job. Other participants mentioned that their lack of language ability 
prevented them from being understood, and they could not share their full emotions, so they felt 
isolated.  
Mathews (2002) has documented that refugee children arrive in their new home countries 
with a variety of English backgrounds. Some possess modest conversational English, whereas 
others lack even the most basic of skills, a dilemma usually not encountered by either 
mainstream teachers or ESL teachers (Mathews, 2002). Prior trauma can indirectly affect a 
refugee student’s language acquisition process. According to Gordon (2011): 
Despite the importance of second language acquisition for refugee integration and the key 
role of ESL teachers in early refugee acculturation, the field of second language 
acquisition has neither developed a theory about the impact of trauma on second 
language learning nor offered recommendations for working with trauma survivors in the 
classroom. However, second language acquisition demonstrates that cognitive 
processing, attention, and memory, factors that are affected by traumatic experiences, are 
key to second language acquisition. (p. 3) 
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Therefore, trauma-related symptoms such as anxiety and lack of self-confidence can be negative 
factors in learning a language (Gordon, 2011). 
However, there are many other factors that affect second language learning, including 
gender. Watkins, Razee and Richters (2012) conducted an ethnographic study about the language 
barrier issues of Karen refugee women in Australia. They found that many Karen women were 
illiterate in their native language. The authors also said that these women did not know how to 
hold a pen and write due to their lack of previous education. One Karen woman said that not all 
women in Burmese culture attend school; instead, they stay home and take care of children. 
Moreover, most of the study women had spent at least 10 years in a refugee camp where they 
struggled to survive and did not have opportunities to learn either English or literacy in their 
native language (Watkins, Razee & Richters, 2012). Although the Karen experience might not be 
the case for all refugees, Watkins, Razee and Richters (2012) suggested that Karen women’s 
English skills were weaker than Karen men’s language skills because of the aforesaid reasons. In 
addition, according to Hamilton and Moore (2004), one of the privileges refugee men have that 
is not available to refugee women is that refugee men might interact more extensively with host 
country citizens because their jobs more often put them into contact with English speakers. 
Although Yau (1996) reported that some refugee students were more comfortable in ESL 
classrooms because they were surrounded by students from different cultures, others did not 
want to be isolated and labeled as English learners or second-class students. Many refugee 
students were eager to be in regular classes and interact with English-speaking students.  
Refugee Students’ Social Relations in Schools 
An important point here is the relationship between refugee students and their teachers. 
According to Bartlett, Mendenhall, and Ghaffar-Kucher (2017), refugee students are often 
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successful in building relationships with their teachers. Bartlett et al. (2017) examined 
experiences of 23 refugee students in American schools. Their qualitative study also included 
three teachers, two counselors, and six staff members. When asked about their relationships with 
teachers, the students described mostly their positive experiences. One student reported a strong 
relationship because after class the teacher often talked with and listened to students. According 
to Noddings (2006), careful listening and talking with students builds mutual trust and respect. In 
addition, staff members interviewed by Bartlett et al. (2017) related that refugee students were 
enthusiastic and generally nice to other students. Noddings (2006) asserted that, if teachers want 
their students to practice care, teachers must be models of care. Therefore, students in the study 
by Bartlett et al. (2017) may have exhibited respect for others because they witnessed that 
behavior in their teachers. With regard to refugee students-teacher relationships, Yau (1996) 
performed the study for Toronto Board of Education, and learned that refugee students had much 
better relationships with their ESL teachers compared with other teachers because non-ESL 
teachers spoke too fast and did not repeat what they said, unlike ESL teachers who spoke slowly 
and listened more.  
 Researchers like Bartlett et al. (2017) have also discussed the importance of building 
positive relationships between refugee students and their peers. In Yau (1996), many refugee 
students admitted that they felt more comfortable building relationships with students from their 
same background, and they felt alienated and rejected by local students. Teachers and staff 
members said that local students often avoid interaction with ESL students, and ESL students are 
bullied or discriminated outside the classroom. However, the refugee students in the study by 
Bartlett et al. (2007) considered as something positive their interactions and relationship building 
with students from their same background. Some students said socializing with peers who shared 
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the same culture and language made their transition to the American school system easier 
because students who had been in the U.S. longer would teach new students about what to do 
and not do in school and assist with language learning. Finding friends from the same ethnic 
background often helps refugee students adapt to a school system quicker as opposed to being 
among only local students (Bartlett et al., 2017).  
Refugees’ Interrupted Education 
 Dryden-Peterson (2016, citing the Migration Policy Institute, 2014) stated, “Upon arrival 
in the United States, 23% of refugee men and 27% of refugee women over the age of 25 have not 
completed high school, lower than rates among the US-born population” (p. 134). Prior to their 
resettlement, refugee adults and children encounter horrible experiences that cause them to 
withdraw from education. Schools are targets in many wars and episodes of violence, and 
children are often victims of such violence. According to the United Nations (2015) and 
UNICEF (2014), about 679 children were killed in Iraq and 35 military and militia attacks 
targeted schools in Syria, which killed 105 and injured about 300 children.  
Refugees receive education in three different ways in their first asylum countries: from 
formal schools in refugee camps, formal schools in urban areas of the asylum countries, and 
from informal education by volunteer teachers from the camps (Dryden-Peterson, 2016). Some 
refugees receive education in their countries of asylum based on their national curriculum and 
others do not have opportunities to follow familiar curricula (Gerstner, 2009). Moreover, 
pedagogies in camps are usually based on teacher-centered methods, with students repeating 
what teachers say; this approach results in only a superficial education and one generally quite 
distinct from the school environments refugees will encounter upon resettlement (Dryden-
Peterson, 2016).   
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 Not all refugee children have educational opportunities. For example, only 50% of 
refugee children received formal education in 2014 (UNESCO, 2015). Dryden-Peterson (2016) 
discussed the reasons behind educational deprivation for refugee children. Many countries that 
allow refugees to seek asylum do not allow refugee children to enter their schools or permit the 
UNHCR to build schools for refugees. Dryden-Peterson (2016) also stated that, in some refugee 
camps, even walking to the camp schools can be dangerous for children (p. 141). Therefore, to 
feel their teachers care, extra support is needed for refugee students who have missed years of 
education (Hos, 2016).  
Positive Education Experiences of Refugee Students 
Although some refugee adolescents might be marginalized in U.S. high schools, they 
tend to turn their negative experiences into positive outcomes, experiences that empower instead 
of disempower (Ryu & Tuvilla, 2018).  In their qualitative research about the experiences of 
Burmese refugee students in U.S. high schools, Ryu and Tuvilla (2018) found that students used 
their stories to share important knowledge with classmates and the public who have not had 
similar experiences or who do not know much about other parts of the world. One refugee 
student, a member of the student council, worked as an advocate for refugees by raising 
awareness of their situation clarifying misunderstandings that other students have about refugees. 
She said “Since I am the only Burmese in the student council, I talk about the experience and 
why we came here and how it’s challenging, and how they can help instead of teasing” (p. 550). 
The same student also described how she changed her negative experience in the refugee camp 
into a positive occurrence by telling other students how they grew vegetables in the camp garden.  
 Another student in Ryu and Tuvilla’s (2018) study presented himself as a strong writer; 
although he thought his grammar was not strong, he believed he had important ideas and stories 
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to tell the world. The authors believe that “[the student’s] insistence of not caring about grammar 
is his way of positioning himself as an empowered individual who has important thoughts and 
knowledge to write despite limited English proficiency” (p. 550). Many other students 
considered their second language skills as a positive circumstance because, for them, not 
speaking fluent English showed that they spoke a second language which they thought added to 
their strength and not weakness. Caring teachers tend to bring out the talents and expertise of 
their students and encourage them to develop these talents (Noddings, 1995), thus, in the study 
by Ryu and Tuvilla (2018), refugee students might have shown their talents because of support 
and confirmation offered by their teachers. 
 Some students in the Ryu and Tuvilla (2018) study valued their lives in the United States 
and looked on them as opportunities for a better future, instead of viewing their situations 
negatively. One student related how the freedom in the United States was a liberation from the 
military ruling in his home country and an opportunity for education and a better future: “[the 
student] would have thought of only becoming army or a bus driver or his future in the Chin 
State. After moving here, he has many choices other than being army or a bus driver” (p. 550).  
 Other students in Ryu and Tuvilla’s (2018) study appreciated the educational 
opportunities in the United States and said they work hard in school to take advantage of these 
opportunities. One student said “I think our parents are there to support us mentally, but not there 
to support us financially when going to college. That’s why I think we all try hard in high school 
and then focus on education” (p. 551). Bajaj and Bartlett (2017) examined the curricular 
approaches of three different high schools in the U.S. that serve newcomers. They found that 
most youth in their study were ambitious and talked about their interests in becoming doctors, 
judges, and politicians. One fellow from Afghanistan related his dream of becoming the 
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president of Afghanistan after he finished college and the situation improved in Afghanistan. 
Such thinking by refugee students is also elaborated in the study by Ryu and Tuvilla (2018). The 
authors found that some refugee students wanted a U.S. education so they could return and help 
people in their home countries “[several students] wanted to become doctors and go back to the 
Chin State to help people in their village” (p. 553). These refugee students were motivated by 
their teachers to gain more knowledge in school and hoped to use that knowledge to help others 
(Ryu & Tuvilla, 2018). Such motivation by the teachers to help students think of other refugees 
could be the modeling of care their teachers have practiced. Student experience in school in not 
completely isolated from family dynamics; parents and family are an important context for a 
student’s scholastic experience. Therefore, in the next section, I will examine parental 
involvement in the education of refugee students.  
Refugee Parents’ Engagement in their Children’s Education 
According to Ennab (2017), the involvement of refugee parents in their child’s education 
is important for academic success, and it helps to empower students. However, Georgis et al. 
(2014) reached a somewhat different conclusion in a large ethnographic case study that 
examined the role of Somali refugee parental engagement to facilitate the adjustment between 
students and parents. They discovered that refugee students had difficulty involving their parents 
in their education, whether it was helping with homework or attending school activities and 
meetings with teachers.  In the next sections, I examine in detail the lack of refugee parental 
involvement in their child’s schooling. Key issues include cultural differences, communication, 
lack of trust between teachers and parents, and refugee parents and resettlement barriers.  
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Culture and the School System 
 Most refugees come from countries with different cultures, especially different school 
cultures and the extent of involvement and power that parents have in their home countries. One 
school cultural difference that refugee parents bring is dealing with their children’s homework 
assignments. In many countries, students complete homework with assistance from teachers and 
not from parents (Tadesse, 2014). Therefore, parents from such countries will rely completely on 
teachers to help their children. Another school culture difference is the attitude of parents 
towards teacher status in their society. Some refugee parents grant that teachers have full 
authority of their child. They accept as true that teachers are the only individuals in charge of 
their child’s education, and no one else should interfere in that job. In a qualitative study, 
Tadesse (2014) interviewed four African refugee parents and three Head Start teachers to discern 
barriers that prevent African refugee parents from being involved in their children’s education. 
One refugee mother reported that she would feel ashamed if she told a teacher how to perform, 
i.e., it would be disrespectful if she interfered in the teacher’s job. In some cultures, teachers act 
like a second legal guardian after the parents (Tadesse, 2014). One of Tadesse’s (2014) 
participants said that, in her home country, when her father left town for work, he gave money to 
a teacher for his child’s’ food, an act that showed a high degree of trust parents have with 
teachers and to what extent teachers are relied on for the care of children.  
Most refugees arrive in the United States without any knowledge about school systems 
(Rah et al., 2009). Many school practices are foreign and completely new for refugee parents, 
such as the importance of being on time and professional written communication between 
teachers and parents. Depending on a refugee’s original culture, they may have a more relaxed 
idea toward time and an informal communication style (Georgis et al., 2014). Sometimes refugee 
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parents have little or no knowledge about teacher-parent conferences or the purposes and 
procedures of such conferences. Parents usually do not know what to ask teachers and what their 
presence means, which causes feelings of discomfort among refugee parents. Further, refugee 
parents are not aware of when and where to register their children in schools (Rah et al., 2009). 
Lack of knowledge about school policies and procedures in the United States is a critical 
impediment for refugee parents. Georgis et al. (2014) have noted that, because refugee parents 
did not understand the English Language Learning (ELL) policies that determine the placement 
of their children, they thought their children had been treated differently. Such misunderstanding 
created tension and anxiety between the parents and the school. In addition, teachers who do not 
realize that refugees come from different school systems and cultures, and who use acronyms 
such as IEP and SAT, causes more confusion for the refugee parents even if the parents 
understand English or if an interpreter accompanies the parents. It is not the linguistic meaning, 
but the cultural confusion that occurs when parents hear terms about which they know nothing or 
had never heard (Georgis et al., 2014). Therefore, these cultural differences refugee families face 
have a major influence parental engagement with school work and activities that require a family 
presence.  
Parent-Teachers Communication 
The English language is another major challenge that refugee families face regarding 
schooling. Most the African parents interviewed by Tadesse (2014) emphasized that their limited 
English proficiency made it difficult to communicate with their children’s teachers.  The 
language barrier does not only stop parents from attending parent-teacher meetings, but also it is 
a barrier to reading letters that schools send to parents. In Tadesse’s (2014) study, teachers 
complained at written notices were not acknowledged by families, thus frustrating teachers 
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because of the resulting communication. Teachers thought lack of reply was negligence by 
parents, but parents assumed that letters were not important because the represented a school 
practice they had not experienced, and no one had informed them otherwise. Such 
miscommunication blocks the understanding between parents and teachers and makes it difficult 
to deal with children’s behavior and other issues that parents need to know (Ennab, 2017).  
Moreover, the absence of interpreters for parent-teacher meetings forces refugee parents 
to use their children as interpreters. This reliance on children can cause embarrassment for both 
the students and the parents. Students feel ashamed of having to interpret for their parents, and 
they worry that other students might make fun of them because of parents’ lack of English 
fluency (Ennab, 2017). As an example, Tadesse (2014) wrote that one of her participants, a 
refugee mother, said she did not like visiting her son’s school because she did not speak English, 
and she was afraid that teachers would look down on her, and that she did not want to be 
disgraced or embarrass her children.  
Parent language barriers can also limit the ability to help children with assignments. 
Many refugee parents show frustration and hopelessness when they cannot help their children for 
lack of knowing the language. Thus, they tend to rely on their older children to help younger 
siblings with homework (Enaab, 2017). Although some refugee parents are well educated in their 
home countries, the language difficulty stops them from offering help to their children. El 
Yaafouri-Kreuzer (2017) explained his experience creating a program to visit his refugee 
students’ homes. The author said that a refugee mother from Yemen was in tears explaining how 
she ended up telling her son “close the book, son, I cannot help you.” She continued saying “I 
am a smart woman. I can read in my language. I can understand difficult things in my language. I 
cannot do these things in English” (El Yaafouri-Kreuzer, 2017, p. 23). Therefore, not knowing 
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the English language is a crucial problem that can prevent refugee parents from being a part of 
their children’s schooling (Ennab, 2017).  
In addition, in families with large numbers of children, parental involvement can be difficult 
because there is not enough time to help all of them (Rah, Choi, and Nguyễn, 2009). 
Trusting Teachers 
 Research on refugees shows that traumatic events before, during, and after migration 
affect refugee parents involvement in children’s education (McBrien, 2011).  Most, if not all, 
refugees experience war, killing, hunger, and all types of violence in their home country during 
their pre-migration period. These experiences tend to cause post-traumatic behavior including a 
lack of trust in others (Tadesse, 2014). In addition, many refugees tend to display symptoms of 
PTSD after experiencing violence and traumatic events (Johson & Thomspon, 2008); people 
with PTSD usually feel socially numb and shun people (Mayo Clinic, 2018). Thus, for these 
reasons, refugee parents can manifest difficulties in creating relationships with teachers and 
schools in general (Ennab, 2017).  
 Teacher bias against refugee families may be another major reason why refugee parents 
lack trust in schools. Teachers tend to ignore refugee parents in meetings, and teacher view 
refugee parents as uneducated (Tadesse, 2014). Un turn, parents feel self-conscious and 
attending school meetings is a waste of time (Tadesse, 2014). One mother interviewed by Ennab 
(2017) said that she felt judged by teachers, and one teacher treated her as a “poor refugee” even 
though she was not as poor in her home country; this treatment caused embarrassment for her 
and her child. The low expectations and stereotypes some teachers have of refugees, e.g., 
refugees are not smart or they come with disease, definitely cause parents to avoid school 
meetings and other school activities (Georgis, el al., 2014). 
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Refugee Parents and Resettlement Barriers 
 Work in most countries outside the U.S. is less busy compared with the United States 
(Georgis, et al. 2014). As a result, refugees who come to the U.S. often must work double shifts 
because most secure only low paying jobs, and the extra hours work are necessary for living 
expenses. In addition, some refugee parents work as laborers, and society characterizes them as 
low-income despite having higher socioeconomic status at home. This low-income stigma can 
cause refugee parents to have poor self-esteem and cause them to think they are not respected by 
school administrators and teachers (Hernandez et al. 2007). 
In an ethnographic study about the involvement of Somali refugee parents in their 
children’s education, and how it was achieved, Georgis et al. 2014 found that, in the first few 
years of resettlement, parents were busy trying to learn to drive and navigating the process of 
getting a driving license. These distractions can be a strong influence that prevents refugee 
parents from taking part in their children’s education. The lack of support from other family 
member is another major issue in resettlement. Parents in the study of Georgis et al. (2014) 
described their frustration when they had to go to school meetings when they had no other family 
member to provide baby-sitting or transportation. 
Family separation, common among refugee families, makes parents mentally busy 
thinking about their missing children and loved ones (Ennab, 2017). Ennab (2017) investigated 
the barriers to refugee parental involvement to learn how to help refugee parents become more 
involved in the education of their children. The study participants were refugee parents, refugee 
children, and school faculty and staff. Some parents described how they were always busy 
thinking and worrying about their children who did not accompany them to their host countries. 
Some parents said they lost their spouses before resettlement, which caused them to be 
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emotionally drained. Ennab (2017) suggested that the feeling of mourning and guilt related to 
losing loved ones or leaving them behind can limit the interactions between refugee parents and 
their children and teachers.  
Classroom Practices for Refugee Students 
Although refugee students can be in the same classrooms with other ESL and non-ESL 
students, researchers have described certain classroom practices used with refugee students. 
Crawford (2017) investigated the effect of a music education program on ten refugee students in 
Australia. The newly arrived students, the music teacher, a different subject teacher, and the 
school Principal were interviewed. The author found that the music class had several positive 
effects on the refugee students’ learning. One teacher said that the music class helped students to 
be engaged and expressive. The teacher added that the students enjoyed the music program 
because it was a different way of learning. The teacher noticed that even bored or seemingly sad 
students enjoying the music program. The program also gave students a break from the intensive 
English language classes. The Principal said, “Language learning can be really tiring … having a 
music or creative arts program allows for a balance because although they are concentrating, it is 
a different type of concentrating” (p. 350). Such diversional activity could be extremely 
important, specifically for refugee students because of their trauma that could affect 
concentration in class. A teacher in Crawford (2017) said that the music program helped refugee 
students learn English in a fun way; “They learn different aspects of communication. They are 
interacting, learning words, learning English and sometimes other languages in celebrating each 
other’s culture, but in a fun way and they absolutely enjoy it”. (p. 350).  
 Likewise, Crawford’s (2017) observed that the students expressed their positive 
experiences of the music program. They asserted that the program added confidence in their 
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language abilities because they had to sing on stage in front of many people, and the program 
taught them how to collaborate. Because some students in refugee camps miss several years of 
education, they often find team work and similar classroom activities to be new. Therefore, using 
activities like team work could help these students learn new classroom skills. One student 
declared that, if one person does not do the right job, the other students cannot continue because 
music must be performed as a group. Other students said that the music program helped them 
learn about the Australian culture and the Australian music “It is reasonable to suggest that the 
students were appropriating the stories about the purpose of the school (language and culture 
learning), as well as what the teachers and music specialist teacher represented to them, that is, 
future social roles” (p. 348). Some students even expressed their desire to be English singers and 
drummers. One might think that music could help all students, not necessarily only refugee 
students. Crawford (2017) considered this statement as possibly true, but she strongly encourages 
schools to use such programs with newly refugee students because they open a welcoming 
learning environment for refugees.  
 Although a music program helped refugee students with learning and adaptation, 
technology also helps student to learn (Mendenhall et al., 2017). Students in a study by 
Mendenhall et al. (2017) related the importance of computer use in their high school learning 
experience. One student said she always used Google to find information in her native language, 
which made her classes easier to understand. Some students appreciated using the computer lab 
because they either did not own a computer or their home computer did not function properly. 
Students also were grateful for the opportunities to do homework online because they could use 
the digital translator. Another student in the Mendenhall et al. (2017) study said he had never 
used a computer for something useful. He used computers only to play video games, but now he 
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always goes home to do his homework online and to read topics on web pages related to his 
school work. Similarly, in an ethnographic study about the importance of using digital 
storytelling with refugee students, Emert (2014) found that refugee student learning skills were 
improved by create digital stories with digital technology. The elementary school refugee 
students who participated in this study wrote their short stories, appended relevant pictures, and 
presented their work to the class. Emert (2014) concluded that such practices helped refugee 
students to learn about computer programs, develop computer skills, and share with pride their 
life stories.  
The first lab sessions taught the students how to use the features of PowerPoint. The 
students worked in the lab for one hour each day and, by week's end, had learned a 
variety of technology- based skills: using the computer mouse; naming, saving, and 
locating files; opening and closing software; downloading copyright-free images and 
music from the Internet; importing files; and using the advanced features of PowerPoint. 
(Emert, 2014, p. 405)   
In addition to computer skills, the students learned many other skills from this computer-based 
storytelling project. They learned new vocabulary while writing their story. They practiced using 
creative thinking, and they honed presentation skills (Emert, 2014). 
 Some teachers have used classroom strategies to help refugee students feel included and 
engaged. For example, Gordon (2011) investigated how trauma affects English language 
learning abilities among Laotian students. Based on his findings and a literature review, he 
suggested actions that could help ESL teachers create a safe and productive classroom 
environment for refugee students. For example, keeping classroom doors and windows open 
helps refugee students feel comfortable because they might be sensitive to closed places. The 
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author also advised ESL teachers to keep learning sessions and group activities short because 
some refugee students struggle with concentration and memory issues. Gordon also 
recommended using movement, music, and art activities as much as possible because such 
activities alleviate anxiety. Moreover, Gordon (2011) encouraged ESL teachers to use yoga and 
meditation, if possible, to provide relaxation and comfort for refugee students.  
 
What Makes a Good Teacher for Refugee Students? 
 I next discuss teaching practices identified by researchers that could be effective with 
refugee students. For teachers, these practices include being supportive, engaging and 
interactive, empathetic and caring, and a community builder.   
Support 
 For students who have experienced trauma, it is important for teachers to help them adapt 
by providing extra time to listen and converse, so students feel safe and favored (Abud, 2017). 
Due to their interrupted education, some refugee students might need extra academic support 
from teachers (Mendenhall et al., 2017). Mendenhall, Bartlett and Ghaffar-Kuche (2017) used 
interviews and photo-cued visual methodology focus group discussions to ascertain the 
experiences of refugee students at Brooklyn International High School. The students recounted 
their appreciation of teachers who supported them during and after school by giving them extra 
time to ask questions: “across the interviews, the majority of students explicitly and repeatedly 
identified the importance of feeling supported by and sensing a close connection with various 
educators, while simultaneously benefitting from the subject-specific or language support they 
received” (Mendenhall et al., 2017, p. 7). One student said that her math teacher gave her hope to 
improve her math skills, which the student thought was her weak subject. Her teacher 
encouraged the student when doing her assignments, and the teacher was always available before 
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and after class to help with difficulties, because the student thought math. Another student 
described his favorite science teacher who spoke with him whenever he felt sad or had 
difficulties understanding the subject. The science teacher made him feel better and offered help 
whether it was related to the subject or simply life in general. Therefore, according to 
Mendenhall, Bartlett and Ghaffar-Kucher, “Schools should create team teaching opportunities 
for some classes that would provide teachers with time to better support refugee students as they 
acclimate to the demands of a new academic environment” (p 22). Due and Riggs (2016) 
performed mixed method study that examined how care is practiced by teachers with their 
refugee and immigrant students. The investigators found that refugee students felt safe and happy 
when they saw their teachers, with whom they enjoyed spending time with in class, in the lunch 
room and playground area. The author concluded that the strong relationship these teachers 
created with their refugee students made the students feel cared for.  This student-teacher 
relationship resonates with the concept of care expressed by Noddings (1984), who stated that 
care in education is practiced by building a relationship between the one caring (teachers) and 
the one cared for (students).  
 In another study, Brown and Bousalis (2017) discussed the importance of the arts as a 
tool to support and empower refugee students. The authors said that, when refugee students draw 
their journey before arriving to the United States, the act helps them move past their emotional 
sorrows, and it will help teachers understand what their students endured before arriving in the 
US. “Art is an expressive form of communication that enables refugee students to share ideas 
with others through visual representation since art and life have a metaphoric relationship” 
(Brown & Bousalis, 2017, p. 50). In addition, a teacher in a study by Roxas (2010) explained 
how teachers can be advocates and supportive for refugee students, especially the newly arrived 
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refugees, who feel lost in schools and harbor mistrust of adults stemming from their experience 
in refugee camps. Roxas (2010) reported that a teacher created a club called “safe haven” for 
refugee students during their lunch period to use the computer, do their homework, and socialize. 
However, Roxas (2010) asserted that such activities might help refugee students academically, 
but they deprive them from interacting with non-refugee students.  
Another ethnographic study by Hos (2016) delineated the experiences of refugee students 
in U.S. classrooms. A teacher participant, who taught English and social science, explained that 
one of her strategies to support her refugee students was to simply be patient, especially with 
students who did not want to complete homework assignments. The teacher gave such students 
another chance, and she offered to call and remind them about their assignment because the 
trauma these students experienced could be a reason for them to forget. According to Hos 
(2016), such practice helped many students to bring in complete assignments. Students reacted 
positively because of their teacher’s supportive attitude (Hos, 2016). Hos (2016) affirmed that 
being patient with refugee students shows that their teachers care and motivates students to do 
better.  
The same teacher in the research conducted by Hos (2016) described how her role as an 
advocate for refugee students helped support the students financially and academically. The 
teacher posted requests in education organization websites wherein she asked for funds and 
school supplies because she said her refugee students did not have enough money, and she 
wanted to make sure they had at least the basic supplies. This act by the teacher indicated that 
care was being practiced as Noddings (1992) stated, that is, creating relationships and 
understanding student lives is an important factor to practice care in school.  
 In addition, effective teachers of refugee students help the students set positive goals and 
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use the value of education to achieve those goals, so that students have positive attitudes about 
school (Battacharya, 2000). A social studies teacher and an informal mentor for refugee students 
interviewed by Roxas (2010) related how she encouraged her refugee students to set a goal in 
high school, and the first and most important goal was to graduate and move to the next step of 
life. She believed that teachers are responsible for helping refugee students understand the 
importance of obtaining a high school diploma so, as she described it, they can achieve their 
“American dream.” Therefore, supportive teachers have foresight for their students’ futures and 
not only during the time they are in class (Rae, 2003). Teachers who showed support for their 
students in these examples also practiced care as described by Noddings (1984). Caring teachers 
help students establish and achieve goals. “To care for another person in the most significant 
sense, is to help him grow and actualize himself” (Noddings, 1984, p. 9).  
Engaging and Interacting 
Mendenhall, Bartlett, and Ghaffar-Kucher, (2017) reported one of the most important and 
successful approaches at Brooklyn International High School that helped students to be engaged 
in class by allowing them to use both English and their native language in class projects and 
during class participation. One of the teachers in the study said, ‘‘if they don’t want to explain 
DNA in English to me, they can explain it in French or Spanish to one of their peers who 
understands their language and then that peer will explain what they said’’. This approach caused 
the refugee students to become confident and participate more in class (Mendenhall et al., 2017). 
Also, students were allowed to use Google Translate and other technology to translate class 
materials.  
 According to Mendenhall, Bartlett, and Ghaffar-Kucher (2017), practicing a 
heterogeneous collaborative learning environment was another approach that motivated refugee 
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students to engage with the curriculum. Teachers mentioned that maintaining a small number of 
students in the classroom, and grouping students to work with the same teacher, built strong 
teacher-student relationships that eventually created a learning comfort zone and motivated 
students to take roles in school projects. Students in 9th and 10th grades remained together, 
allowing for some inter-generational support and extra time to learn the pedagogical model in a 
small team environment (Mendenhall et al., 2017). Caring teachers need more time with their 
students if they want to support students and guide them along their paths of education because, 
with more time, students and teachers will develop stronger relationships (Noddings 1988). In 
addition, a teacher in the study of Due and Riggs (2016) said, “as long as I have smaller class 
sizes, I can make sure I really get to know my students individually. It’s really important because 
they all have individual needs, and especially with trauma, sometimes you just don’t know what 
is going on for them in the classroom” (p. 196). The authors noted that teachers in their study 
believe that smaller classes made their relationship stronger with their refugee students and it 
represented care for the students. 
A science teacher questioned by Mendenhall, Bartlett, and Ghaffar-Kucher’s (2017) said 
that engaging students in group projects helped her refugee students, especially newcomers, to 
understand the experiments they sometimes performed in class. She said that one of her new 
refugee students was not familiar with the concept of experiment because he told her they only 
memorized facts and took tests in his previous educational experience. However, peers who had 
been in class longer explained and translated for him, helping him understand the nature of an 
experiment. Such behavior clearly showed that the teacher practiced care in the manner 
described by Noddings (1992), i.e., a caring school environment should provide a curriculum 
that focuses on student needs (Due & Riggs, 2016).  
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 In their study about ESL students learning experiences, Cho, Xu and Rhodes (2010) 
discussed a teacher who reported that some of her ESL students were shy, and they did not want 
to read aloud because other students laughed for taking a longer time to read. The teacher 
persuaded these students to read and build confidence. Similarly, an ESL teacher reported in the 
study of Hos (2016) that one way to help her refugee students engage in class and participate was 
by building a safe classroom environment in which students felt that no one would mock their 
spoken English. The teacher said that when one particular student made a mistake and students 
made fun of her, the teacher reminded her students that the class was an English language 
learning class, thus, mistakes were totally acceptable “after this incident, the student began to 
participate more in the classroom, demonstrating her increasing confidence” (Hos, 2017, p 489). 
The teacher’s intention was to create a safe and caring environment for all to learn and respect 
each other so they could all be engaged. 
Empathetic and Caring 
 Because some ESL students are immigrants and refugees, some may have survived 
difficult experiences in their countries, and the stories they carry are extremely touching. 
Empathetic teachers stand in their students’ shoes and feel their hopes and concerns (Inayatullah, 
2005). Teachers who encourage refugee students tell their stories in class not only help refugee 
children to speak up and become part of the class, but also they help the non-refugee students to 
think more about humanity (Saniotis & Sobhanian, 2008). An elementary school teacher 
participant in a study by Nagasa (2014) was moved when one of her refugee students told her a 
story about his father being taken by a military junta and killed. The teacher felt that she needed 
to comfort the child, and she thought deeply how to help that student perform better in school. 
Noddings (2003) called this care that the teacher exhibited “authentic care.” Authentic care is 
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when teachers know the lives of their students and practice care with them. In her research, 
Nagasa (2014) said: 
The participants [teachers] made efforts to regulate refugee children’s academic and 
socio-emotional issues by being sensitive to them and by showing great love. The 
teachers were aware of the problems of war and atrocities refugees encountered in their 
life courses and tried to instill hope within them by building strong relationship with the 
children and their families. (p. 10)  
When teachers show empathy in a sensitive yet diverse classroom, it builds moral development 
among students and their teachers and provides care in classrooms (Bouton, 2016). According to 
Weger (2018), teachers who have empathetic listening skills help develop student cognitive 
skills and build positive relationships with their students. Empathy also motivates students to 
learn class materials.  
Torres (2016) asserted that, to be part of a class, students need to feel welcomed and 
accepted. They need to feel that there are people who care about them, support them and most 
importantly believe in them. Thus, caring teachers was one of the themes discussed by teachers 
in the study conducted by Hos (2016): 
She [Mrs. Smith] allowed students to move around the room as they worked on academic 
tasks. She was aware that some students had difficulty with attention and accommodated 
them accordingly. For example, Ray was uneasy and frustrated many times, so Mrs. 
Smith allowed him to go to speak with the counselor or she would take him in the 
hallway to find out how she could help him. (p. 489)   
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Mrs. Smith’s actions showed the importance of care and empathy for refugee students, and her 
flexible instructional practice was evidence for a caring teacher practice (Hos, 2016).  
Community Builder 
According to Mathews (2008), a “welcoming environment create[s] a sense of self-worth, 
security, and belonging that enables students to form new relationships and make new friends” 
(p. 40). In a qualitative study conducted by Roxas (2011), the author emphasized the importance 
of building community in classrooms to help implement a successful classroom environment and 
to help refugee students feel they are valued “by creating classrooms and schools where students 
and parents feel a part of a community, educators help students feel valued in their school 
experiences and, as a consequence, feel more motivated to do well academically” (Roxas, 2011, 
p 2). In Roxas (2011), a teacher who taught a class for newcomers described how she built a 
community in her class by pairing new refugee students with someone that spoke their language 
or were at least from their area. The other members of the pairs guided the refugees and 
instructed them about how classes are held in U.S. schools and how to do homework. The 
teacher asserted that, for teachers to build safe communities for refugee students, they must make 
all students feel safe and secure. Although care was directly mentioned by the teacher here, care 
was observed by the knowledge this specific teacher had about the needs of her refugee students. 
This teacher knew her students’ needs, especially new students, and she worked to find solutions. 
Noddings (2003) also stated that caring teachers know their students well.  
In addition, Roxas (2011) emphasized the importance of involving refugee students in 
activities outside of school, so students feel they are part of the community. The author 
supported this statement by describing a teacher who brought community members, such as 
artists and neighborhood event organizers, to converse with refugee students about youth events 
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in the city. She also took her refugee students to social events, to attend plays, and to visit local 
attractions, so her students would better understand their new culture and become familiar with 
opportunities to provide services to their new community.  
Creating dialogue among students and between students and their teachers is another 
important concept that helps teachers build positive classroom communities. Dialogue between 
teachers and students should be based on respect and understanding of each other’s cultures 
instead of assumption, and a healthy student-teachers dialogue requires skillful listening by both 
parties (Noddings, 2006). Such practice will help students respect their peers and build trust 
without fear of being derided (Rauner, 2000). 
Preparedness and Relatedness to Refugee Students 
It is significantly important for teachers to be prepared to teach students from diverse 
groups, and that requires knowledge of students’ cultures, background history, and learning 
behaviors (Price, 2002). Karabenick and Noda (2004) believe that the negative attitudes that 
happen between teachers and students from diverse cultures are due to the lack of teachers’ 
preparation and understanding of other cultures and their students’ backgrounds. Therefore, 
teachers’ preparations to teach refugee students play an important role in refugee students’ 
success and acculturation (Smolen, Zhang, and Detwiler, 2013).  
Teachers’ preparation programs vary from one program to another, and so ESL teachers 
seem to be more prepared to teach refugee students than mainstream teachers (Yau, 1996). The 
refugee students interviewed in Yau’s (1996) report written for the Board of Education in 
Toronto, which discusses the situation of refugee students in Toronto schools, affirmed that their 
ESL teachers were more approachable, caring, and more understanding to their cultures that their 
mainstream teachers. Such positive attitude between refugee students and their ESL teachers 
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happens because some ESL teachers are trained in their TESOL programs about refugee 
students. In Smolen et al. (2013) qualitative study that investigated the importance of the service-
learning program in the TESOL field, which interviewed seven teacher candidates, confirms that 
such training programs prepare ESL teachers to be more knowledgeable and understanding to 
their refugee students’ situations, and such training programs tend to help teachers to hold a 
positive attitude towards their refugee students. In their service-learning program, the teacher 
candidates had to take this course in some homes of refugees from Burma, where they learned 
about the history of these refugees, their cultures and what they liked and disliked. According to 
Smolen et al. (2013), teacher candidates showed more respect and understanding to these 
refugees and learned about ways to motivate students from refugee background “the teacher 
candidates learned from their service-learning experience how to motivate the Karen students 
through engaging learning activities and helpful feedback” (p. 546). Teachers can possibly then 
reflect such experience when teaching refugees or any other students from a diverse background, 
as one teacher candidate in Smolen et al. (2013) wrote, “This experience, I believe, will enable 
me to be a more understanding and informed teacher as I begin to teach students with diverse 
backgrounds” (p. 546), 
In addition to the importance of preparing teachers to teach refugee students, researchers 
such as Faez (2012) believe that it is extremely important to have teachers who share the same 
background, experience, and culture of their diverse students “Scholars have argued that 
inclusion of teachers of diverse background in the school system is crucial for the unprecedented 
diversity of the student population” (p. 66). Moreover, teachers who come from different 
backgrounds and practice different cultures than the dominant culture can relate to students’ of 
divers groups in many ways “Due to their shared experiences with marginalization and 
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discrimination, teachers of diverse linguistic and cultural backgrounds are well-positioned to 
develop positive relationships with their students” (Faez, 2012, p. 68,).  
On the other hand, other studies, such as Ellis (2004) believes that teachers who speak a 
second language, whether they learned it or were born in a house that speaks a second language, 
are more effective in teaching students of second language learners. Ellis’s (2004) qualitative 
study looks into the differences between monolingual and multilingual ESL teachers, and how 
effective multilingual teachers are when teaching ESL students. The 30 teachers who were 
interviewed in Ellis’s (2004) study confirmed that their second language learning experience 
helped them understand the learning process of their ESL students. As a result, these teachers 
come up with activities that supported students’ linguistic and cultural knowledge. Therefore, 
preparing teachers about refugee students’ life experience and assigning teachers who share 
similar background and history with refugee students can play an important role in refugee 
students’ education.  
Conclusion 
 Refugees experience several stages in their migration journeys before they resettle in a 
host country. The first stage is the pre-migration stage. Before fleeing their homes, refugees are 
often exposed to violence by either political authorities or by warfare. Refugees incur mental and 
physical distress by exposure to violence, killing, and disappearance of family members (Henley 
& Robinson, 2011). Sometimes education is interrupted by war and violence. The UNICEF 
(2014) reported that schools are targeted in many wars, and school children are the victims. Even 
if their education is uninterrupted, it is likely that curriculum and pedagogy, along with cultural 
assumptions about schooling, will be different in the US. 
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  The migration stage is the second stage of a refugee’s journey. Refugee children endure a 
tough path on their way to an asylum country. They often must cross rivers, deserts, mountains, 
and the sea, while facing dehydration, physical injury, hunger, and discrimination (Hekmat, 
2010). During actual movement, often no schooling available. In refugee camps, education is 
either presented informally by volunteers or formally by the host country (Dryden-Peterson, 
2016), which is often difficult to get into schools in host countries. A UNISCO (2015) report 
stated that about 50% of refugee children do not receive formal education. Thus, refugee students 
will fall behind in their education, and they will encounter difficulties catching up in their 
countries of final settlement.  
The third stage is the post-migration stage, which is the longest part of a refugee’s 
journey. School is one of the first social institutions in which newcomers begin to acculturate and 
where they meet a formal educational system they likely will not understand. Racism and 
difficulties with acculturation in and out of schools confront refugee children during resettlement 
(Henley & Robinson, 2011). Although refugee children tend to adapt and acculturate quicker 
than adults, they remain at a higher risk for psychological problems (Hamilton & Moore, 2004). 
In addition, Punämaki (2002) concluded that, the younger children are when they experience 
trauma, the more severe their psychiatric problems become later in life. Some children flee their 
homes without their parents, and doing so only increases their distress (Hos, 2016). However, 
during this challenging transition, school can provide a stable and caring environment, 
geographically, culturally, and developmentally. Some refugees during post-migration tend to 
acculturate and find education to be their path, such as the children of Sudan (Chanoff, 2005). 
To conclude, many refugees arrive from war-torn countries, and some spend a long time 
in refugee camps. Refugee children sometimes come with little or no education, thus, they 
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encounter social and academic challenges. In this chapter, I have examined the research literature 
on experiences and challenges of refugee students and the approaches used by U.S. public 
schools to help refugees succeed. Although there is some research about these strategies and 
practices, there is little research about what strategies refugee students use themselves to respond 
to academic and social challenges. Moreover, there is limited research on teaching practices and 
refugee student-teacher relationships, thus, these two gaps will be examined in this study. The 
literature concerning teaching practices describes how supportive, engaging, caring, empathetic, 
and community building teachers have helped refugee students. Therefore, I chose Noddings’ 
(1984) ethic of care theory as a framework to view my study through the lens of “cared for” and 
“cared about” (Noddings, 1984, p. 9). 
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Chapter 3. Methodology 
This study was designed to document the experiences of ESL refugee students and probe 
deeper into their past experiences in public schools. This chapter includes the theoretical 
framework, the chosen methodological approach, methods of data collection and analysis, and 
ethics and trustworthiness. I conclude this section with a positionality statement. 
Theoretical Framework 
The experiences of refugee students are often fraught with trauma, and, at the very least, 
refugees find themselves in new locations, new cultures, and likely surrounded by new 
languages. Being “cared for” and “cared about” (Noddings, 1984, p. 9-10) seems likely to be 
necessary for a positive educational and cultural adaptation. Noddings’ work might not be 
particular for refugee students’ teaching, but I was interested in how her theory of care might be 
useful for making sense of student narratives about their school experiences. As refugee students 
come with diverse weaknesses and strengths, caring teachers would create a safe and positive 
learning environment based on mutual trust. 
Noddings (1984) argued that the concept of caring in an educational context is practiced 
by a reciprocal relationship between the one caring (teachers) and the one cared for (students). 
The key, central to care theory, is this: caring-about (or, perhaps a sense of justice) must 
be seen as instrumental in establishing the conditions under which caring-for can flourish. 
Although the preferred form of caring is cared-for, caring-about can help in establishing, 
maintaining, and enhancing it. Those who care about others in the justice sense must keep 
in mind that the objective is to ensure that caring actually occurs. Caring-about is empty 
if it does not culminate in caring relations. (Noddings, 2003, p. 23) 
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Owens and Ennis (2005) confirmed this idea by saying that, if teachers want to implement 
ethical care in their classrooms, they need to see themselves as being responsible for 
empowering their students. Noddings (2003) asserted that engaging and motivating students, and 
being committed to their learning, are keys for caring in classrooms. Aesthetic and authentic care 
are two main areas of caring in Noddings’ theory (1995). Aesthetic care examines teaching 
content and delivery of lessons, and authentic care is knowing about students’ personal lives and 
practicing care with individual students instead of the curriculum (Noddings, 2003).  
 In a study of high school students conducted by Cladwell (1999), participants described 
caring teachers as those who engage their students, respect students, and believe in, listen to, and 
are patient with students. Students also said that caring teachers help adjust class work, such as 
allowing students extra time, and a correct answer does not always mean only one answer to a 
question.  
 According to Noddings (1992), teachers exhibit caring by four different acts: modeling, 
dialogue, practice, and confirmation. Modeling is one of the most important aspects of moral 
education (Noddings, 2003). Noddings (1995) affirmed that, if teachers want to practice care in 
the classroom, they need to model and exhibit care in their own behavior, instead of merely 
advising students to care, because students tend to be responsive when teachers show care. In 
addition, when teachers model care in their classrooms by respecting their students’ cultures and 
adjusting their assignments based on student needs, they create a caring and safe class 
atmosphere (Bell et al., 1997).   
 The second means of care is by establishing dialogue. Noddings (2006) believes that care 
is practiced between students and teachers when dialogue occurs between them. For Noddings 
(2006), dialogue should be based on understanding and respecting each other’s culture. Dialogue 
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requires attentive listening by both students and teachers to prevent making unjust or inaccurate 
assumptions. Dialogue builds trust and respect between students and teachers (Rauner, 2000). 
Moreover, dialogue is a key for empathy and appreciation, and it is a tool for communication to 
reduce the gap between teachers and their students (Noddings, 1984). 
 Noddings considers practice as the third means of care. Practice is enhanced by modeling 
and dialogue. Practice is adopted in classrooms usually when teachers encourage students to 
interact with and support each other (Noddings, 1995). Interaction between either student-student 
or teacher-student has a crucial function in a positive academic and social performance (Zyngier, 
2008). Park (2003) emphasized the importance of engaging students critically in what they are 
learning, and helping them practice in their real life what they learn.  When students have 
opportunities to collaboratively practice care in class, they will also practice care by their 
contributions to the community at-large (Noddings, 1992).  
 Noddings’ fourth means of care is confirming the good in students. Noddings (1995) 
stated that, “through confirmation, the teacher encourages and shapes the student by assisting in 
the construction of his or her self-ideal” (p. 223). Caring teachers elicit the talents and expertise 
of their students and encourage students to develop their talents. By dialogue and practice, 
teachers can discover their students’ talents and provide advice to improve their talents.  
 Teachers who create caring classroom environments build mutual care and respect with 
their students. Nias (1989) stated “if you really want to educate children you’ve got to share 
yourself with them, as a person. They’ve got to know you, your interests, your life out of school, 
the sort of person you are” (p. 187). Gay (2000) confirmed this notion by saying that, for 
teachers to establish care in their classrooms, they must step into their students’ lives, understand 
their students in detail, and identify culture and history that students can bring to school. The 
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concepts of Nias (1989) and Gay (2000) concerning care resonates with the concept of 
confirmation stated by Noddings (1992). In the view of Noddings (1992), caring teachers build 
trust and learn about their students’ lives to build strong relationships. For Noddings (1992), 
confirmation occurs when teachers develop positive relationships and encourage their students to 
do their best.  
As I read and analyzed the review of literature about my topic, and the way my 
methodology works, I decided to conduct my study from a lens of care in terms of refugee 
student relationships with teachers, peers, and society. I also used this lens to appraise refugee 
classroom experiences and their understanding of the U.S. school system and culture. The four 
meanings of care elaborated by Noddings (1992) helped me examine how care was practiced in 
classrooms by modeling, dialogue, practice, and confirmation. From student narratives, I learned 
how teachers modeled care, what refugee students learned about care from their teachers, and the 
extent to which caring teachers helped students in their education. I also considered what 
students had to say about interactions with their teachers and other peers by dialogue, and how 
dialogue helped them. The third meaning, practice, helped me focus on how students practiced 
care in and outside class and how they used what they learned in their life. Finally, confirmation 
helped me understand how trust and teacher encouragement helped refugee students in the 
learning process.  
Methodology 
Because I wished to assess the experiences of refugee students in U.S. public schools, I 
chose narrative inquiry methodology to study the experiences of refugee students in this research 
because it suited the goals in the following ways: Students narrated their migration story from 
the beginning until they arrived to the United States with rich details, and so these narrations 
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helped me capture stories that are related to their experiences in U.S public schools, which is the 
main reason for conducting this study. Connelly and Clandinin established the narrative inquiry 
approach in education research in 1990. They conceived the term “narrative inquiry” to explore 
the educational experiences of students and teachers. As Calndinin and Connelly (2000) 
described, the narrative inquiry was significant in their research work for the following reason:  
If we understand the world narratively, as we do, then it makes sense to study the world 
narratively. For us, life-as we come to it and as it comes to others-is filled with narrative 
fragments, enacted in storied moments of time and peace, and reflected upon and 
understood in terms of narrative unities and discontinuities. (p. 17) 
 Narrative inquiry is used broadly as a research approach in the education field (Clandinin 
& Connelly, 2000). Clandinin and Connelly (2000) argued that it is important to use narrative 
inquiry because the realm of education is full of stories to be told by teachers and students 
“Experience happens narratively. Narrative inquiry is a form of narrative experience. Therefore, 
educational experiences should be studied narratively” (p.19). Therefore, using the process of 
narrative inquiry allowed refugee students to narrate variety of stories from their lives before 
coming to the United States and after. 
 For Clandinin and Connelly (2000), narrative inquiry is not only seeking out and hearing 
the stories and experiences of students or teachers, but also “They too are having an experience, 
the experience of the inquiry that entail the experience they set out to explore” (p.81). Although 
Clandinin and Connelly (2000) urged researchers who use narrative inquiry to be fully involved 
in the study and “fall in love” (p. 81) with their participants, they “must step back and see their 
own stories in the inquiry the stories of the participants, as well as the large landscape in which 
they all live” (p. 81). 
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 As I learned that narrative inquiry is an approach to study human experience, in recording 
narrative inquiry research, it is important to be aware of the three dimensions of inquiry space 
that Connelly and Clandinin (2006) recognized, namely, temporality, sociality, and place. 
Temporality refers to time, which means that each story has a past, present, and future, thus, it is 
important for the narrative inquirer to pay attention to the temporality of their participants’ 
stories and the temporality of places and events (Connelly & Clandinin, 2006).  According to 
Connelly and Clandinin (2006), narrative inquiry attends to both personal and social conditions. 
By personal “we mean the feelings, hopes, desires, aesthetic reactions and moral dispositions” 
(Connelly & Clandinin, 2006, p. 480) of both the inquirer and participants. 
Sociality refers to the cultural and social events described by participants. Place, the third 
dimension that Connelly and Clandinin (2006) enumerated, considers that “all events take place 
someplace” (481). The authors define place as “the specific concrete, physical and topological 
boundaries of place or sequences of places where the inquiry and events take place” (480). 
 Life events only make sense by telling stories. Connelly and Clandinin (2006) defined a 
story as “a portal through which a person enters the world and by which his or her experience of 
the world is interpreted and made personally meaningful” (p. 477). From stories and experiences, 
narrative inquiry allowed me to see refugee students interpreted and understood their stories. 
This approach also enabled me to assess the changes students achieved during their school 
journey; as Clandinin and Connelly (2000) stated, “learning is change. Continuity results because 
people improvise and adapt, that is, they learn” (p. 7). 
 
Participants and Recruitment 
According to Loo, Ohorodnik, & Jeong (2019), there is only 1% of refugees around the 
world who make it to college, and the dropout rate of refugee and immigrant students in the 
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United States is 18% of 17 year-old and 26% of 18 year-old students. The reasons behind such 
issue is that refugee students lack the understanding of the education system and because the 
difficulties they experienced during their migration journey (McBrein, 2005). Therefore, it is 
worth noting that the participants in this study are among the few refugees who made it through 
high school and proceeded post-secondary education.  
In this study, I interviewed 10 refugee college students, who came to the United States as 
high school students, finished high school, and were currently in two-year or four-year colleges. 
I chose high school graduates because they are more mature, and I wanted them to reflect on 
their high school experiences in detail. All students attended ESL classes during high school, 
thus, I chose ESL students because I wanted to learn difference between ESL teachers and 
regular teachers, and how ESL teachers helped refugees accommodate to new school systems. 
Moreover, I wanted to discover the help that ESL teachers provided in terms of establishing 
student goals, graduating from high schools, and finding colleges. Students were recruited by 
flyers at community colleges and universities in the Midwest of the United States. After 
receiving IRB approval (see Appendix C), I contacted different colleges in one Midwest city. I 
received replies from two schools. I asked teachers in ESL programs at these colleges to 
distribute flyers to their students, and I was invited to speak in their classes. I provided my e-mail 
address and phone number for interested students.  When I received inquiries from some students 
interested in taking part in my study, I asked them whether they had come to the United States as 
refugees and attended U.S. high schools. When the reply was in the affirmative, we arranged a 
time and place to meet for an interview. At the first interview, I reiterated the details of the study, 
including the ethics issues (voluntary participation and protecting their privacy). I gave the 
students a choice of a $20 gift card from either Starbucks, Walmart, or Target.  
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Data Collection Methods 
 For the narrative inquiry research process, I used in-depth interviews as the main method 
of data collection. According to Clandinin and Connelly (2000), interviews are used widely in 
narrative inquiry “which may be turned into written field texts through a variety of means” (p. 
110). I aimed for each first interview to be between 60-90 minutes, depending on the 
participant’s time and the progress of the interview. Clandinin and Connelly (2000) stated, “the 
way an interviewer acts, questions, and responds in an interview shapes the relationship and 
therefore the ways participants respond and give accounts of their experience” (p. 110). 
Therefore, I conducted the interviews based on the semi-structured model (Clandinin & 
Connelly, 2000, p. 111) in which I could ask follow-up questions because I had the flexibility to 
probe and ask additional (related) questions. The interview questions focused on the refugee 
student’s previous experiences in high school (See Appendix A, Interview Guide). After 
transcription of each interview, follow up interviews of 20-40 minutes were conducted for more 
detail. Only seven participants agreed to a second interview. The other three participants did not 
have time for a second meeting. The seven participants received another $20 gift card at the time 
of the second interview. The interviews took place at the libraries of their respective colleges. 
We reserved a study room that provided some privacy and a feeling of safety. I audio-recorded 
all the interviews to have verbatim transcripts of what each interviewee said.  
Data Analysis  
 Data were transcribed with Temi software. This software was useful for improving 
efficiency in coding and categorizing and in better management of the data. Transcription 
transforms spoken words into a precise written copy automatically. Because some of my 
participants had thick accents, I had to listen to the interviews several times to ensure precise and 
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accurate transcription by the software.  
After transcribing each interview, I immediately began coding to enable me to fashion 
follow-up questions for subsequent interviews. I started with open coding because it helps 
researchers to make sense and meaning of data (Bailey, 2018). Each line was initially coded and 
reviewed with thoughts and questions that I marked in the margins. Then, I categorized the data 
into themes and sub-themes using the participants’ narrations (transcription) to describe each 
theme. Then, I highlighted quotes that are related to the chosen themes.  
According to Kim (2016), narrative data analysis is “an act of finding narrative meaning” 
(p. 190). Kim (2016) also defined narrative meaning as “a meaning-finding act through which we 
attempt to elicit implications for a better understanding of human existence” (p. 190). Thus, with 
my data analysis, I searched for meanings that made sense of the experiences of refugee students.  
Ethics 
Qualitative researchers must foresee ethical issues that could arise during the research 
process (Creswell, 2009). Because research data are collected from people and about people, 
researchers are obliged to respect the rights, needs, and values of participants (Creswell, 2009). 
Research ethics must continue to be followed throughout the entire narrative inquiry process 
(Clandinin and Connelly, 2000).   
Ethical matters need to be narrated over the entire narrative inquiry process. They are not 
dealt with once and for all, as might seem to happen, when ethical review forms are filled 
out and university approval is sought for our inquiries. Ethical matters shift and change as 
we move through an inquiry. They are never far from the heart of our inquiries no matter 
where we are in the inquiry process. (p. 170)  
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Ethics in narrative inquiry research is more that filling out the IRB forms. For those of us 
who wish to use narrative inquiry, we must consider ethics as being about negotiation, respect, 
mutuality, and openness to multiple voices. We need to learn how to make narratives dependable 
and steady. We must do more than fill out required forms for institutional research ethics boards 
(Clandinin, 2006, p. 52).  
To protect the participants, the following safeguards were strictly enforced throughout 
my research:  
1- Participants were notified in writing and verbally that their participation was voluntary 
and they were free to withdraw at any time. Additionally, participants were free to skip 
without answering one or more questions during the interviews. I made certain to inform 
the participants about this condition before I began asking questions. This freedom was 
intended to reduce participant stress while answering questions that might be sensitive. 
In case any questions bothered participants, they could stop the interview or continue “If 
the interviewer determines that a participant's distress reflects what would be expected in 
an interview on a sensitive topic, support is offered and the participant is provided an 
opportunity to stop, regroup, or continue”. (Draucker, Martsolf, Poole, 2009, p. 349) 
2- The research aim and objectives were described articulated clearly. 
3- An information sheet, written only in English, was provided to each student.  
4- I ensured that participants knew that a copy of the transcribed data was available for them 
to read. 
5- All collected data were saved in my personal laptop with a secure password known only 
to me. The audio recording was conducted with a voice recorder on my personal phone, 
which also was secured with a password.   
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6-  Pseudonyms substituted for the students’ names. I asked the participants to choose their 
pseudonyms to respect their personal identity and culture. Some chose their pseudonyms 
and others gave me the permission to choose for them. 
7- All paper documents (transcription of the interviews) were kept in a folder in my 
apartment; I lived alone, thus, no one else had access to the folder. 
Trustworthiness 
According to Lincoln and Guba (1985), trustworthiness in qualitative research is the 
degree of confidence that researchers have in their data, in the interpretation of their data, and all 
the methods used in their study. For their studies to be considered worthy, researchers must 
establish protocols to ensure trustworthiness (Guba, 1981). For my study, I explained the four 
trustworthiness criteria and their strategies (Lincoln and Guba, 1985), (Guba, 1981) and 
(Connelly, 2016). Lincoln and Guba (1985) developed the notion of trustworthiness as an 
alternative to the more positivistic criteria related to validity, reliability, and generalizability, 
which do not apply, in their positivist definitions, to qualitative research. 
Credibility is the certainty in the truth of the study. It links to the findings of the research. 
Lincoln and Guba (1985) asserted that credibility represents a participant’s real meaning in the 
research.  Lincoln and Guba (1985) suggested different techniques to make the study findings 
and interpretations credible “Techniques used to establish credibility include prolonged 
engagement with participants, persistent observation if appropriate to the study, peer-debriefing, 
member-checking, and reflective journaling” (Connelly, 2016, p. 435).  
Transferability refers to the degree to which the found phenomenon in one study can be 
used in a theory or a future study (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Guba (1981) also referred to 
transferability as being able to use the results of a study in another similar situation.  
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Confirmability is established when other researchers confirm that the interpretations of 
the data come from the participants’ narrations and do not include researcher bias (Connelly, 
2016). Lincoln and Guba (1985) stated that it is important for the researcher to clearly show that 
interpretations and findings are derived from the data and that confirmability is established when 
credibility, transferability, and dependability are accomplished. 
Dependability refers to “the stability of the data” (Connelly, 2016, p. 435). Dependability 
enables researchers to ensure that their findings are consistent with the raw data (Lincoln & 
Guba, 1985). Dependability helps researchers certify that nothing was missing from their final 
report and that they were not sloppy or misguided. An audit trail is one strategy to test for 
dependability in qualitative research (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  
Trustworthiness Strategies  
Member Checking: According to Jones et al. (2014), member checking helps researchers 
to address factual accuracy and appropriateness of data interpretation. Lincoln and Guba (1985) 
stated, “The member check, [is] whereby data, analytic categories, interpretations, and 
conclusions are tested with members of those stake holding groups from whom the data were 
originally selected, is the most crucial technique for establishing credibility” (p. 314). After 
interpreting the data, I asked participants to check whether the interpreted data were accurate and 
not misinterpreted. Here, the emphasis should be on whether the informants consider that their 
words matched what they intended.  
Peer Debriefing: Lincoln and Guba (1985) defined peer debriefing as a "process of 
exposing oneself to a disinterested peer in a manner paralleling an analytic session and for the 
purpose of exploring aspects of the inquiry that might otherwise re- main only implicit within the 
inquirer's mind" (p. 308). For this study, I worked with a classmate in the same program and who 
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held impartial views of the study. This peer examined my general methodology, transcripts, and 
the final report. In exchange, I offered to be a debriefing partner for her proposal and final 
research. This feedback enhanced credibility and ensured validity of my study. The feedback 
from my classmate provided me with good judgment on my interpretations.  
Reflexivity: I come from a refugee background, and I have experienced ESL learning in 
the United States, thus, I understand how I may have easily become biased during my interviews 
and during data analysis. However, writing memos throughout the research helped me to be 
aware of biased assumptions. I wrote reflexive memos immediately after each interview and 
during data analysis (Jootun, McGhee, Marland, 2009).  
Audit Trail “encourages a self-questioning and reflective attitude regarding the steps in 
the research process” (Carcary, 2009, p. 21). One way to help create dependability of study is by 
having an outside researcher conduct an audit trail, i.e., someone who can examine the process of 
data collection, data analysis, and preparing the final report (Guba, 1981). While keeping notes 
and journals to write down my reflections, another researcher from the same program, who was 
familiar with the dissertation process, checked my recruitment process, interviewing and 
scheduling interviews, and coding and writing analyses. I wrote notes throughout this study to 
increase its dependability and validity.  
Positionality Statement  
The desire to conduct a study with ESL refugee students was informed, partly, by my 
own experience as a teenaged refugee who came to the United States and pursued a degree in 
ESL teaching and who taught some refugee students. Like the participants in this study, I also 
attended high school after resettlement in the United States and attended ESL classes. Therefore, 
my relationship to this study falls between both of my experiences as a refugee student and as an 
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ESL teacher.  
When I was taking ESL classes in 1996, I did not know why I was in these classes 
because I knew English. Years later, I discovered that I had to learn the academic language that 
would enable me to read textbooks and write essays. My ESL and other teachers did not seem to 
have any information about Iraq and never heard of the refugee camp where I stayed. This lack 
of knowledge frustrated me the most because, at that stage of my life, I needed someone to talk 
with about my refugee experience and, hopefully, help me overcome the wretched prior 
experience. However, because I was young, I did not understand my life the way I thought of it 
later when I started college. It was easier for me to connect with my ESL teachers than other 
teacher. ESL classes felt safer than mainstream classes. Most of the support I received was from 
some of my ESL teachers. One ESL teacher, a Somali refugee, was very supportive and always 
encouraged me to talk about my experience. This same teacher advised me to go to community 
college in Minnesota to start my college degree.  
Although I was extremely interested in this topic, I completely understood my role as a 
researcher in the study. I may lack the knowledge of other refugee students’ experiences in U.S. 
schools, especially because many facts have changed in the education system since I resettled 23 
years ago. As well, many more refugee students have arrived in the U.S. since then. Therefore, I 
assumed their experiences would likely be different from mine.   
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CHAPTER 4. FINDINGS I – Student Biographies 
The purpose of this qualitative study was to understand what refugee students experience 
in their educational lives, social relationships, and adaptation in U.S. public schools. I asked the 
participants to share stories from their experiences as refugee students. Understanding the lived 
histories and educational experience of refugee students can improve teachers’ understanding 
and their teaching of refugee students.  
The study involved interviewing 10 refugee students who are currently in college and 
who had experienced high school in the United States. Seven participants were interviewed twice 
to obtain more details about their experiences in high school. To gain a better understanding of 
their overall experiences, this chapter will present the students’ biographies, which are necessary 
context, and the next chapter will discuss the thematic findings.  
Student Biographies 
I interviewed 10 refugee college students, five from Burma (all five were from the Karen 
ethnic group), two from Syria, and one each from Iraq, Somalia, and Ethiopia. All the 
participants from Burma were at a community college in a Midwestern city, in addition to one 
Syrian, the Ethiopian, and the Somali student who were at the same community college. 
Moreover, one Syrian and the Iraqi students were at a four-year university in a Midwestern city. 
All the participants had lived and experienced life in U.S. high schools as new refugees. All 
participants shared similar experiences, such as coming to the United States with refugee status, 
and they were all forced to leave their home countries due to wars and ethnic persecution. Seven 
of the participants were in refugee camps, and three lived in cities nearby their home countries 
prior to their arrival in the United States. Student ages (at the time of the interviews) varied from 
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18 to 26 years. The eight community college students are still taking ESL classes, and the two 
university students are taking classes in their majors. Some had K-12 education before coming to 
the United States, but others did not have any formal education. All participants were placed in 
high school because they all arrived in the U.S. as teenagers.  
Htoo – Thirsty for Learning  
Htoo is 22-years-old, a second-year college student who was born in Burma in 1997.  He 
is Karen, and his village was attacked by the Burmese army2. Htoo said he was too young to 
remember the details, but his parents always told him about the raping and murdering that took 
place in their village. In 2000, his parents decided to flee Burma to a refugee camp in Thailand3 
where they thought it would be a safer place for the family. Htoo explained: 
I moved to Thailand because the civil war around there and then we cannot live in there 
because of civil war you know. Because we are Karen, right? So you know, the civil war 
between Burma and the Karen, we are living in a village and then you know, it's not a 
safe place to live in there. So you always have to run away. You know though, if the 
Burma soldiers coming, they're gonna kill you and then take the food or you know, and 
the woman, they're gonna rape the woman or something like that, so it's not safe place. 
So, we have to leave, my father told me. (Htoo, October 23, interview) 
                                                
 
2 Burma has about 135 different ethnic groups. Most are Burmese who make up to 66 % of the country, and the 
remainder are from different minority groups including the Karen group. Because of the civil war, the Burmese 
army attacked the Karen people, using all sorts of violence including killing and raping (Falcone, 2016). 
 
3 According to the Burma Link (2015) website, most of the refugees in Thai camps, about 79%, are Karen and 10% 
are Karenni, from eastern Burma. These refugees escaped the horrendous persecution by the Burmese military. 
Thousands of villages were burned including houses, farms, schools, and religious places. Most fled through the 
jungle to refugee camps in Thailand.  
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Htoo and his family, then, crossed the mountains walking for several days to get to 
Thailand. His parents told him that the road to the refugee camp was very difficult. “My mom 
told me it's not safe to [go] out, you know, Burma, because you know if soldiers in Burma see 
you running away, they put you in jail or kill you. My mom say if they find people running 
away, they take them to a place with no food or water and make you die in there”. When they 
finally reached Thailand, they passed by a village to rest, but one of the people in the village 
went to the police station and arrested them because they were not allowed to cross Thailand’s 
border. Htoo and his family spent three months in a jail in Thailand before they were saved by a 
Karen leader from the refugee camps in Thailand. The leader paid money to the Thai police and 
the police released them.  
So when we stay in jail one Karen leader in the refugee camp hear about us and he come 
to save us. He pay the Thai police money and he take us to the refugee camp. If leader 
don't hear about us, the Thai police take us back to Burma and Burma soldier will kill us. 
My mother say I am afraid Thai police take us to Burma and my children kill them 
Burmese soldiers [and Burmese soldiers would kill my children]. (Htoo, October 23, 
interview) 
Htoo and his family started a new life at the refugee camp, and they built a home from 
bamboo trees. Htoo said that as refugees they did not get enough food from the UNHCR. 
Therefore, he had to help his father grow rice and vegetables to feed the family, thus, Htoo did 
not go to school. “In refugee camp they have a school too, but like, you know, it's, it's just for, 
you know, people who want to go. Because, like for me, example, I had to work for my family, 
you know! I had to help my father in the farm to make like food and you know like rice, some 
like that because you know, they give you food, not enough and I have a big family.” Htoo only 
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attended kindergarten classes, but when he became seven years old, he started working with his 
father to bring food for the family.  
In 2011, Htoo, his parents, and siblings were accepted to resettle in the United States after 
years of application. Htoo came to the United States at the age of 15, thus, he was placed in 9th 
grade (high school). However, Htoo did not have any elementary or middle school education 
when he was in a refugee camp. Therefore, placing him in 9th was shocking and it was a difficult 
start as he described:  
When I was in refugee camp, I don't go to school because I had to help my father in farm 
and bring food to my family, but when I come to the United States, they put me in ninth 
grade, and it was like very difficult. I did not know anything. I don't even know how to 
read ABC, something like that, you know! I feel not comfortable, and I like feel shy, 
something like that. I was confusing because I never go school before. (Htoo, October 23, 
interview) 
When Htoo was a senior in high school, he asked his teachers for permission to repeat 
again because he believed that he was not ready to graduate; he preferred to stay in high school 
to learn more about different subjects and to improve his English. 
I repeat, you know, senior year because if I graduate, I am not going to like know 
anything. so, I want to learn more. So, you know, I asked the teacher, can I repeat again? 
and then he said yes you can repeat for two years, and I was so happy. So, I repeated. 
(Htoo, October 23, interview) 
Moses – The Mechanic  
Moses is 18-year-old first-year college student. He is getting his associate degree in auto 
mechanics, then he will return to finish a Bachelors program in mechanical engineering. Moses 
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was 10 years old when his family was forced to leave Burma to a refugee camp in Thailand 
because, like Htoo, they were from the Karen ethnic group oppressed by Burmese soldiers. 
Moses witnessed murdering and rape by the Burmese soldiers in his village, and he experienced 
a tough path to the refugee camp. He narrates: 
There were so much problems. I saw children get killed and women get raped. Everyday 
your life in endangered and scary when you live in Burma. You wake up and you hear 
guns and women and children cry. My parents decided to leave to Thailand to a refugee 
camp. We could not live anymore in Burma. They want more peace for us to live. They 
carried me and we walked for several days and at nights in the dark, you cannot even 
have light because it is too dangerous. They maybe shoot you. We had little bit for rice to 
have for food. But after we finished our rice, we eat everything we find in the forest. I 
was hungry and my family too. Walking in the jungle was long and dark. The picture still 
in my head. Then we had to cross the river to Thailand. It was two hours to ride the boat, 
but the boat was very small. It was dangerous. Every time people die in the boat because 
it is small and there are lot of stuff and people. so, people die in the boat so it was very 
dangerous ride you know... Yea I remember this. I was little but I scared so much. 
(Moses, October 23, interview)  
Moses and his family finally got to a refugee camp on the Burmese-Thai border where 
they spent five years before resettling in the United States. They used bamboo trees and wood to 
build shelter. The UNHCR4 gave them food every month, but life was difficult as Moses 
described it: “sometimes there's not enough food for our family, you know, and as a refugee, you 
                                                
 
4 United Nations High Commissioner for Refugees (UNHCR) provides physical materials, goods, and education for 
refugees around the world. They also prepare cases of people for resettlement in different countries. 
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cannot go out the camp, you know. So yeah, we got to stay there. It’s like, you stay inside, you're 
like in a prison too. It kinda hard, you know”. (Moses, October 23, interview).  
Moses mentioned many problems they encountered in the refugee camp including being 
unable to leave and, if an individual tried to leave, he or she would be shot or imprisoned. 
Moreover, Moses said the camp leaders stole the monthly food given to them by the UNHCR. 
Although Moses and his family had a difficult life in the refugee camp, he also appreciated his 
life in the camp. He narrated, “refugee camp is bad, but not too bad. It is better than living in 
Burma, you know, because you don't need to worry about being killed by other ethnic group. It's 
better, you know” (Moses, October 23, interview) 
Moses attended only kindergarten when he was in the refugee camp because classes were 
taught in three different languages and kindergarten was cheaper. He said that he repeated 
kindergarten multiple times, and, when I asked him if he could stay in kindergarten even if he 
was a teenager, he said it was a normal practice in the camp.  
I went to kindergarten, but I did not go to school or something like that. I repeat every 
time in kindergarten. If you pass, you go to next level, but it was difficult because they 
teach in so many languages in Burmese, Karen, and Thai and sometimes in English. I 
don't understand all languages so it's hard.... Also, in kindergarten you don't pay money, 
but you pay for school and we don't have money. So, I repeat. It's better than nothing. 
(Moses, October 23, interview) 
Moses said that his education experience was not good. He never studied any science or 
advanced math classes. Students studied only languages and small amount of math, merely 
subtraction and addition. He also said that teachers hit students and treated them badly in the 
camp. 
 67 
 
The teacher in refugee camp is different than America. The teacher of refugee kids right? 
Yea, I mean if you don't do your homework or if you fail your test or, ah, late for class, 
you got trouble. They hit you with stick or they force you to run around the school like 
military. It's kinda mean, you know. I don't like it. Also, as a guy, you cannot have long 
hair or something like that. (Moses, October 23, interview) 
In 2015, Moses and his family received their resettlement approval to the United States. 
Moses explained that, when families are in a refugee camp, they do not have the option to choose 
a resettlement country; instead, the UNHCR office makes the choice5. He said that the idea of 
leaving friends and culture behind and going to a new country was scary: “Before we come here, 
I don't think I want to come here because it's new country, you know. I have friends in the camp 
and everything. Yes, hard life, but we used to it. Just thinking about new country and everything 
is kinda scary, you know”. (Moses, October 23, interview).  Moses was placed in 9th grade when 
he moved to the United States because he was 14 years old, although he had attended only 
kindergarten prior to his arrival. He did not remember the school asking about his educational 
history, thus, he started taking ESL, science, and math classes. Moses described how difficult it 
was to start, what he called “real school” in the United States: “When I went to the real school in 
America, I started from zero. I had to learn ABCD when I started school here. It was hard, very 
very hard. I don't know what biology or chemistry is”. (Moses, October 23, interview).  
                                                
 
5 Refugees do not have the option of choosing their country of resettlement. Each year, governments of different 
countries tell the UNHCR office about the number of refugees they will accept, and they establish their own criteria 
of eligibility for the cases they can receive. The UNHCR prepares cases based on refugee circumstances and 
whether they meet the eligibility criteria of the country. Note: there is less than 1% of refugees around the world get 
resettled (UNHCR, 2019).   
 
 68 
 
Napoleon- Born in a Refugee Camp 
Napoleon is 19-year-old male. He is in his first year of college. He intends to study 
criminal justice. Napoleon’s family also fled Burma to a refugee camp in Thailand because of the 
ethnic war. Napoleon was born in a refugee camp in 2000. He said they had to move twice to 
different refugee camps because their camps were flooded and their houses made of bamboo 
trees were destroyed. Then, they had to walk for six to seven days to reach the other, safer 
refugee camp. There, they built a new bamboo home, but the second camp flooded as well, and 
the refugees had to walk to a different camp, where they settled until they came to the United 
States. He said that when there were fewer refugees, they got enough food and water, but, as 
more refugees came to these camps, less food and water supplies were received from the 
UNHCR.  
Napoleon described the refugee camp as a prison where refugees were locked in and not 
permitted to leave, work, or finish their education. He described it as “the dark future.” He 
explains: 
The refugee camp similar to jail. You cannot go out or communicate with Thai people or 
any people outside the Karen people. I mean, when they put you in place and you cannot 
move anywhere. They shoot you or put you in jail if you escape or something like that. 
No education, even people finish high school in the refugee camp, but after that nothing. 
No work or no college, you know. So, it is like the dark future because there is nothing 
new tomorrow. We do every day same thing. It is boring, like no TV or no mobile or 
anything like that. It is bad. (Napoleon, October 22, Interview) 
Napoleon started Karen school at the refugee camp, then he began switching schools 
because his family moved twice to different camps. In addition, he said that the quality of 
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education was poor because the teachers were untrained. Teachers were simply high school 
graduates from the camp. 
I did not have good education when I was in refugee camp because we move to different 
camp also we don't stay in one school. I went to Karen school first, after that, I mean 
when I was in fifth grade, I went to Burmese school and in seventh grade, I came back to 
Karen school... The teachers not professional because they also refugees when they finish 
school in the refugee camp, they become teachers. So, not so much information and 
education, you know. (Napoleon, October 22, interview) 
In the refugee camp, Napoleon did not study any science. He was taught only a small 
amount of math, the Burmese and Karen languages, some social science. He said there was no 
set curriculum. The teachers did whatever they could, and their main focus was to help 
individuals read and write Karen and Burmese.  
In 2014, Napoleon and his family were accepted to come to the United States after seven 
years of the application process and many interviews6. When they moved here, Napoleon was 
placed in 9th grade because he was 14 years old. A teacher told him to repeat 10th grade because 
he was young and he would benefit from repeating the grade, especially because his math and 
science classes in the camp were inadequate. Napoleon said he was confused and did not know 
what was transpiring in his classes, especially in the first year.  
Because we don't [did not previously, in the camp] learn math, biology, or anything like 
that, my classes in America was very difficult and very confusing. I was looking around, 
                                                
 
6 After the UNHCR prepares refugees’ cases for the interviews of resettlement in the United States, the U.S. 
citizenship and immigration services (USCIS) interviews refugees to determine eligibility to come to the United 
States. If they approved, refugees incur more processes including medical and security checks. Once cleared, the 
International Organization of Migration (IOM) searches for a sponsor. The entire process may take 24 months or 
more (Refugee Council USA, 2019).  
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you know. I don't know what they are saying and no Karen students in class. So, I did not 
know what is biology or what to do. It was difficult especially first year. After one year, I 
became little bit better. (Napoleon, October 22, interview) 
Napoleon’s teachers did not seem to know his education background; no one asked 
Napoleon about the history of his education, and, when he seemed lost in science and math 
classes, his teachers thought that his English skills were preventing him from catching up.  
Lah – Teacher at the Refugee Camp 
Lah is 25-year-old second-year of college student from Burma. Lah’s mother is Korani 
and her father is Karen. Lah speaks Karen, Korani, Burmese, and English. In 1997, when Lah 
was three years old, her parents decided to flee Burma and go to a refugee camp in Thailand 
because of the massacre that Karen people faced. The family spent 16 years in camp before 
coming to the United States.  
When I was only three year, my parents say we have to leave. We have to go to Thailand 
refugee camp because every time, uh, the Burmese soldiers came, they torture us, and 
they kill us, and they kill animals and people, everything they kill and burn. So, we can't 
stay in a village. We had to hide in some place because they want us to be away from our 
place, you know, our land. you know, there are like seven ethnic groups in Burma, right! 
and the Burmese want to control everything like worship them or whatever. they 
controlling. So, that’s why we go to Thailand refugee camp to be safe, you know. (Lah, 
October 22nd, interview) 
Lah also said she appreciated being in a refugee camp because it was at least a safer place 
from the violence they experienced. Although the food from the UNHCR every month was not 
enough, she appreciated the fact that the entire family was safe in one place and they have at 
 71 
 
least some food. Lah said that life in the refugee camp was boring, the same routine was repeated 
every day. There was no goal in life, no work, and no education. So, she said her life was very 
sad and depressing. She also said that the saddest part of being in a refugee camp was the fact 
they were never citizens of either Thailand or even Burma. Many minority ethnic groups in 
Burma are considered stateless, thus, Lah never had any documents before coming to the United 
States. Lah is now a citizen of the United States.    
The worst it is whatever you stay like maybe 30 years or more, you never become 
citizenship, that is why. We are in Burma, we never become citizenship and in Thailand 
either, the same thing as Burma. That is why, thank you to UNHCR to welcome us here 
and then become citizenship now, you know. (Lah, October 22nd, interview) 
Lah finished high school in the refugee camp, but she didn’t attend college because there 
was no such education available in the refugee camp after high school. So, she started teaching 
children. 
After high school, we done. We don't have anything to continue. No college, no like go 
out of the other country to learn, something like that. We had to stay over there and you 
had to teach back, like after you did high school, you had to taught the other kids, the one 
who grow up and every person had to do like that. It move around like that. So, you don't 
got any knowledge or anything like that. (Lah, October 22nd, interview) 
Lah said that the quality of education was poor in the refugee camp. The only equipment 
available was a blackboard, chalk, and very old, tattered books. She also said the education was 
not practical because students were not permitted to leave the camp and communicate with the 
rest of the world. There were no TVs, telephones, or Internet access, thus, it was difficult to 
connect textbook information with the outside world. She said all they did in school was 
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memorize information that had no meaning to them, and they forgot the information immediately 
after exams.  There was no set curriculum. The school taught whatever textbook was available. 
For example, a U.S. non-profit organization brought some books to their camp. One book was a 
U.S history book, so she learned U.S. history, which was completely irrelevant. Her education 
focused mostly on three different languages, Burmese, Karen and Thai. 
We don’t study every year, for example, something and we continue studying it. Like, we 
study science now, but next year, no science because we don’t have book or something 
like that. So, we study too many languages and little bit of math and science, not too 
much. (Lah, October 22nd, interview) 
In 2013, Lah and her family were granted asylum to resettle in the United States. She 
wanted to attend college immediately because she was 19, but her high school diploma was not 
official and she needed to provide either a high school diploma or GED from the United States to 
attend college. Fortunately, she was under 21 years of age, and, in the state where she lived, 
students can attend high school until they are 21. Because of her age and education background, 
the school kept switching her up and down from one grade to another. One week, she was in 9th 
grade and another week she was in 11th grade. Lah was confused and, because of her poor 
language skills, she could not ask or even understand her case. Finally, the school managed to 
help her graduate from high school before she became 21. Lah was not only confused about the 
system and the procedures, but she also was confused by the classes, the manner in which tests 
were given, and the expectations of her teachers. Lah is currently working toward an associate 
degree in medical assistance, after which she will transfer to a four-year university to continue 
her education. 
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Kwa Lar – The Son of a Leader at the Refugee Camp 
Kwa Lar is a 20-year-old male from Burma. He was born in the refugee camp in 
Thailand. Kwa Lar’s family had to flee Burma to the refugee camp because people in his village 
were oppressed, killed, and tortured by the Burmese army. After losing everything in Burma, 
their farm and their home were burned by the Burmese army, they feared for their life and made 
their way to the refugee camp on the border of Thailand and Burma. Kwa Lar knows only a little 
about his family’s life in Burma because he did not witness it, and his family did not talk about it 
much. However, he heard several horrible stories from his parents, such as the Burmese army 
coming into their village and brutally killing children and men. His family told him it was 
miracle how they made it out of Burma because the army was surrounding the village, but with 
prayers, they took a path through jungle that was not visible to the Burmese army.  
Kwa Lar’s father was a leader in one of the refugee camps in Thailand, thus, his father 
was paid a small amount of money by the UNHCR office, which helped Kwa Lar and his family 
to buy food because the amount of food they received each month was not sufficient “They 
[UNHCR] bring food for us every month, um, they give us rice, salt, and fish soup. Some people 
don't have enough food for a whole month. It is not too much, you know, just little. (Kwa Lar, 
October 22nd, interview).  
One aspect of the camp that Kwa Lar did not like was the lack of a government. Rules 
were made by people and people do not fear rules that are not imposed by a real government. 
People in the camp choose security people to make the refugee camp safe, but no 
government. I think government is in the city in Thailand. I think they control the camp, 
yea, but security people are bad. They don't follow rules. They hurt people all the time. 
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They do things more than they have to, like hurt people and something like that. (Kwa 
Lar, October 22nd, interview) 
Kwa Lar finished 10th grade in the refugee camp before moving to the United States. For 
Kwa Lar, the education in the refugee camp was neither bad nor good. The teachers were not 
trained because they were also high school students who had not attended college. Thus, they 
had only a little knowledge about the subjects. They simply repeated what they had learned. In 
2015, Kwa Lar and his family were granted an asylum to resettle in the United States, and he was 
placed in 9th grade. His classes were a mix of positive and negative experience, but he believed 
high school in the United States was not too difficult if his English was good.  
Eynas – Having a Mind for Business   
Eynas is 19-year-old Syrian female refugee college student. In 2012, Eynas and her 
family fled to the border with Iraq after war broke out in their city, Aleppo. At first, Eynas 
experienced the beginning of the war between the government army and the people who 
demonstrated to be free. Then, religious militias took over the city and the government started 
bombing their city. 
Our lives were in danger from both sides. The government thought we were against them 
and they were killing us, and the militias thought we supported the government and they 
were killing us as well. So, we were targeted by both. The situation was so scary. For 
days, we could not leave the house and stayed with no food, water, or electricity; and the 
city was getting bombed by missiles, oh I will never forget the sound of these bombs and 
gun shots everywhere. (Eynas, October 24th, interview)  
Eynas and her family managed to escape to a somewhat safer city, Bu Kamal, on the 
Syrian-Iraqi border. They went to a refugee camp inside Iraq that was built by the UNHCR for 
 75 
 
Syrian refugees. The UNHCR office provided each family with a tent that poorly protected them 
from the cold winter of the desert or the extreme heat of the summer. Some food was allotted by 
the UNHCR and the Iraqi government sometimes donated blankets and food. They spent two 
years in this camp before the UNHCR moved them to Turkey. 
After the attack of ISIS on Iraq, the attacks were close to the camp so the government of 
Iraq and the United Nations moved us through the north side of Iraq to Turkey in 2014.  
We lived in the city in Ankara then we moved to Istanbul because there is more Syrian 
refugees in Istanbul and maybe my father and brother can work because we didn’t have 
money or anything and we did not have place to live. The United Nations give us like 
$150 a month and that’s it. We applied to come to the US when we were in the camp in 
Iraq. (Eynas, October 24th, interview) 
Eynas was in 6th grade when the war broke out in her city, thus, she did not finish 6th 
grade. However, Eynas said she was very smart in school; she always received full marks in her 
exams and always passed her grade with excellence. But, because of their displacement, she 
could not continue her education. On arrival in the United States, Eynas was placed in 11th grade, 
when she was 16-year-old, and she graduated from high school in 2018. Eynas started high 
school with no English and little background knowledge in math and sciences. Therefore, every 
class was stressful in her first year of U.S. high school. Now, she is in her first year of college 
majoring in business. 
Mohammad – The Dentist 
Mohammad is a 21-year-old dental assistant student from Syria. When the civil war broke 
out in Syria in 2013, his family was in danger. Mohammad said they were not sure who to 
support and to oppose in that war because there were government troops, the revolutionaries, and 
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ISIS soldiers. All were fighting each other and people in the middle were murdered, tortured, and 
imprisoned for no reasons. Both of Mohammad’s uncles were arrested and his family still know 
nothing about their whereabouts. 
I was against the government. So, I was protesting with the people and I saw people 
getting shot everywhere. It was like a horror movie. I got dizzy not knowing where to go 
because everyone was running and stepping on each other. Then, I actually saw my friend 
getting shot in front of my eyes. It was very hard to witness. We eventually were able to 
take his body and we hid at a house. It took me so long to forget that moment, especially 
that he was only couple feet away from me when they shot him. I also saw my friend was 
getting hit by the soldiers on his head and he was bleeding. (Mohammad, October 23rd, 
interview)  
Mohammad and his family managed to reach Lebanon at the end of 2011, where they 
spent about two and a half years. Their life was not so bad in Lebanon because Lebanon opened 
their borders and welcomed all refugees from Syria. His family also owned an apartment in 
Lebanon, which made their life in the exile easier. However, he did not go to school during the 
last three years of displacement. Mohammad and his family came to the United States as 
refugees in 2013. He was placed in 9th grade, but Mohammad was diagnosed with kidney cancer 
a year later. Mohammad received chemotherapy and surgery, and his recovery took about a year 
and a half. While he was recovering, Mohammad was home schooled because he did not want to 
cease education stop chasing his goals. His history teacher taught him all the subjects at home 
while he was recovering from cancer.  
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Ghasan – The Mechanical Engineer  
Ghasan is a 26-year-old Iraqi male. He is in his fourth year studying mechanical 
engineering at a major Midwestern university. When the United States invaded Iraq in 2003, a 
civil war among different ethnic groups broke out. Ghasan is Christian, and his people were 
attacked by other religious militias that belonged to Al-Qaeda. A great many Christians in Iraq 
were either killed or fled to neighboring countries, such as Syria and Jordan, leaving behind their 
homes and future. Ghasan and his family fled to Jordan. When they arrived, they applied to the 
UNHCR office for an asylum to resettle in any country. However, they were shocked when 
informed that the approval process would take years. Ghasan’s mother had some serious health 
issues, thus, they could not wait years in Jordan without documents or health services. Therefore, 
Ghasan’s father took another route to save his family. He decided to go with a smuggler to take 
him to Europe, where he would sponsor the rest of the family once settled. The route was 
through Nepal; unfortunately, the plan did not go well, and Ghasan’s father was stuck in Nepal 
for five years, leaving 10-year-old-Ghasan responsible for his mother and siblings.  
We were struggling. My father was stuck in a country we did not even know where it 
was. I am responsible for my mother who was very sick and my siblings. I had to provide 
them with food and money for my mom's medicine. It was a huge responsibility on me 
and I know on my mom as well. I don't think she wanted me to be in that situation. So, at 
the age of 11, I started working. I worked everywhere, bakeries, supermarket, anything, 
you name it just to make sure I bring food every day for my family and to keep my mom 
alive, and provide shelter because if we did not pay the landlord of the apartment, we 
would be sleeping outside. On top of that, we were considered illegals in Jordan, so any 
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minute, we could be deported back to Iraq with all that chaos in the country. It was very 
scary and I was so worried about our unknown future. (Ghasan, October 26th, interview) 
Ghasan confronted considerable discrimination in Jordan because he was from Iraq. 
Often, he was rejected to work in places once employers heard his Iraqi accent.  
We tend to remember the bad experience more than the good experience. Um, or I would 
say the negative experience is more impactful than the positive experience. Um, so yeah, 
and Jordan was, uh, there were some negative experiences where people would tell us, 
Hey, you guys are ruining the country, go back home or we don't like you or you know, 
you know, uh, they would remind us here and there about that. (Ghasan, October 26th, 
interview) 
Because of the illegal status of Ghasan and his family, he could not attend school in 
Jordan for the first two years. When the family received refugee status from the UNHCR, they 
were allowed to stay in Jordan legally, and they could then attend Jordanian public school. 
Ghasan attended school sporadically because he was not settled mentally to be in classroom. His 
mother was very ill, as he described, “she was dying.” She told him to take his siblings and live 
with his aunt because she thought she would leave life soon, but Ghasan refused to leave his 
mother. In addition, Ghasan said the school in Jordan was poor and lacked equipment. He 
narrated: 
The school I went to in Jordan was very poor. The ceiling was leaking, and when it rains, 
it leaks and the rain comes in to our classrooms. We did not have any equipment except 
blackboard and chalk. We did not have any AC or heat or anything like that. So, it was 
literally miserable place. On top of that, I was not in the condition to be in school. I was 
in school physically probably, but mentally, I was thinking of my mom's health 
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condition, and I was thinking of whether I would find work that day or not. (Ghasan, 
October 26th, interview) 
In 2008, Ghasan, his mother, and siblings were granted asylum status to resettle in the 
United State. In the meantime, his father’s case was under process in Nepal, thus, they reunited 
in the United States. Ghasan was placed in 10th grade in a Midwestern high school. Ghasan had 
missed many years of education while in Jordan, thus, he said he was unready academically, 
especially because of lack of English. Ghasan does not believe his school had a strong program 
for newcomers like him. 
Naema – The Savior of her Mother’s and Siblings’ Lives 
Naema is 19-year-old female refugee from Somalia. She is in her first year of college, 
studying for a two-year degree in radiology. After graduation, she will return to finish her 
bachelor’s degree and secure employment. When Naema was seven years old, a civil war broke 
out in her small town near Hargeysa. Tribes were killing each other, attacking houses and killing 
men, women, and children. Naema lost some of her relatives in the war, and her father 
disappeared. She described the war and sounds of bombs to be the worst experience of her life. 
She said “I was very young. I didn't know anything, but it's still in my head. There is something 
going on, like hearing the gun, the bombs, and sometimes I still feel like I am living in Somalia. 
It was very very horrible to live in Somalia. (Naema, October 21, interview). 
At age seven, Naema, her mother, and six of her siblings including twin infant brothers 
decided to escape from Somalia to Ethiopia. They took a bus to the Somali-Ethiopian boarder. 
The bus took three days to reach the border because it took different routes to avoid the 
rebellion; if caught, they would have been killed. At the border with Ethiopia, they did not have 
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money to pay for another bus to take them to the refugee. So, they spent three nights in the desert 
with no food or water. She said:  
the water we had, my mother keep it for the children because there is no food and my 
mom don’t have milk in her breast. After, we don’t have more water, my brothers were 
dying. My mom cry and say Naema your brothers are dying. I swear you can even count 
the bones in their skeleton, that’s how skinny they were. (Naema, October 21, interview)  
Naema, then, started begging for money from other refugees who were passing through the 
border to get to Ethiopia to help them get to the refugee camp. When she got enough money to 
take her, her mother, and siblings, they took the bus and got to the refugee camp where they 
spent ten years there. Naema was the oldest of her siblings, and so she felt some responsibilities 
towards her family. Therefore, she proudly repeated “I have to do something so I can help my 
mother and my siblings, you know”. (Naema, October 21, interview). Naema, her mother, and all 
her siblings made it to the refugee camp. 
Although Naema narrated her life in the refugee camp with much sorrow and pain, she 
repeated the phrase “Alhamdullilah,” which means “thank God,” for being in a place where they 
at least knew the tribal soldiers would not shoot them. In the refugee camp, her mother built a 
shelter from wood and cloth. Naema said: 
When we get in Ethiopia, there is not home we have. My mom made home from wood 
and cloths, that's it. There is nothing, no bed or anything, but it was peaceful. No guns at 
least, but we had war with poverty. We had no food. Everything we have to buy, like 
food and clean water, but we have no money. So, my mom was working in Ethiopian 
houses to clean them so we can eat, but we were drinking not clean water. My brothers 
were sick from the water, but there is no hospital, and nobody care. If you go to UNHCR, 
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you have to wait long time for application to accept you as refugee, and they don't help 
anything if you are not accepted. Also, there is lot of insects that bite us, but I did not see 
snakes, thank God. (Naema, October 21, interview) 
Naema attended school at the refugee camp. She completed first through ninth grade 
before moving to the United States. In school, students never had desks or chairs. They sat on the 
floor and had only books and pencils. Naema complained her treatment in school. She said the 
teachers hit students on their fingers with sticks when they did not understand a subject. Naema 
believes her math and science skills were not poor in the refugee camp. Naema learned her 
classes in both Amharic7 and the Somali language and some English. However, nothing she 
learned required thinking. Students simply memorized from the books. The UNHCR provided 
free books and pencils.   
The process of granting an asylum for Naema and her family took approximately ten 
years. There were countless interviews and usually long waits between interviews. During the 
process, Naema feared being rejected because, if rejected, she and her family would either spend 
the rest of their lives in the camp or return to Somalia, and both situations made Naema worried 
and overthinking all the time.  
The process of interviews in the UNHCR is very difficult. They ask you so many 
questions, like they want to know if you are really from Somalia because some Ethiopian 
say they are from Somalia so they can come to America, and if you fail one question, 
they will reject you. Everyone is scared because we think if they reject us, where we go 
after. We have no country and life in Ethiopia as refugees is very difficult, no water and 
no food and no medicine. So, my mom always thinking like what we are going to do. 
                                                
 
7 Amharic is one of the main languages spoken in Ethiopia.  
 82 
 
Some questions are confusing like how many mosques in your city or what city is next 
this town or something like that, and if we misunderstand, we get rejected. So, we were 
very scared all the time. My mom pray and pray and we tell them, we lost our father and 
we need to live please. Sometimes, interpreters8 from different tribes and if they hate you, 
they translate different and you fail. (Naema, October 21, interview) 
In 2017, just before president Trump banned Somali refugees from the United States9, 
Naema, her mother, and her siblings were accepted to come to the U. S. Naema described 
coming to the United States as a golden opportunity. She was placed in 10th grade. Due to her 
poor education, she incurred many academic and social problems in class.  
Fatima – Catching up to Chase her Dreams 
Fatima is 23-year-old female from Ethiopia. She is in her second year of college studying 
to be a nurse. She is still taking her ESL required courses before taking her major courses. In 
2008, Fatima and her father left Ethiopia to Kenya. Her family split up and lost each other during 
the civil war between the Oromo and Amharic ethnic groups. Fatima is from the Oromo ethnic 
group. Except for her brother who came to the United States in a separate case, Fatima is still not 
reunited with the rest of her family. When the civil war started, Fatima witnessed many horrific 
incidents. She narrated:  
It was scary. when Oromo and Amharic start fight, they knock on your door and if you 
open and they see you, like you look like Oromo, they kill you, and the government don't 
care about this. They are corrupt. They even kill us when we speak up. One time, we, 
                                                
 
8 Sometime, fraud occurred, especially with local interpreters from different tribes. They would translate the wrong 
information or even take bribes to replace the person being interviewed (UNHCR Resettlement Handbook, 2011). 
9 In 2017, Trump banned refugees from Syria, Yemen, Somalia, Sudan, Iran, and Libya from entering the United 
States. The ban included refugees who were waiting for their resettlement approval (CNN, Diamond, 2017).  
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people come together and they were protesting to be like freedom in there, yea, and then 
the police tell us to go away, but everyone is not going anywhere, you know. So, police 
start shooting and shot my friend, and she died right away. We were just screaming and 
then go to like somebody's house and hiding. So, the police go around there, coming to 
the houses. It really scared me. (Fatima, October 23rd, interview) 
People in Fatima’s town began running to an unknown destination because ethnic groups 
started killing each other. Fatima finally fled the country with her father; her mother, her father’s 
second wife, and siblings went on another route. Fatima lived in Kenya with her father, and they 
applied to the UNHCR to go to any country that would grant them asylum. Fatima did not learn 
any news about her mother or her siblings until after two years of resettlement in the United 
States. She has been unable to reunite with her mother because she was registered under her step 
mother’s name and not her mother’s name, and her father cannot sponsor Fatima’s mother 
because he remarried in the United States. Therefore, Fatima’s mother cannot be sponsored by 
either Fatima or her father, thus, her mother still lives in Ethiopia. The process of asylum took 
about two years, and, during those two years, Fatima and her father lived in one major city in 
Kenya. They both worked to eat and pay rent.  
I was miss my mother all the time when I am in Kenya because I want my mother. I was 
very young to be alone and my brothers and sisters also. I thought they were killed by the 
Amharic people, but I keep hope all the time to keep going and maybe see them again. 
(Fatima, October 23rd, interview) 
Fatima never attended any school before coming to the United States in 2010. Her life 
was too complicated because her father was married to two wives, she supported her mother 
financially, and she did the house work when her mother was working. 
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I don't have any education in there, like I don't get any education actually. I did not go to 
school in Ethiopia because I was helping my mom with work and help also the family if I 
do cleaning job or something; and when we were in Kenya, I don't live any life because 
we have to work or we cannot [would have to] eat or sleep in street. (Fatima, October 
23rd, interview) 
With no educational background, Fatima was placed in 9th grade in the United States. She cried 
in class every day because she did not understand her classes, and she had no one from either her 
family or someone who spoke her language. Fatima repeated her senior year of high school, and, 
after she graduated from high school, she obtained a job and did not enroll in college for three 
years. Fatima began college in 2018 with the enthusiasm of chasing her dreams. Fatima is 
married and has two children. 
Conclusion 
The ten participants described here came from five countries: Burma, Somalia, Ethiopia, 
Iraq, and Syria. (See Table 1.) Most came to the U.S. via long stays in refugee camps where they 
spent most of their childhood; some had shorter periods of transition, and a few lived in cities 
and not refugee camps. All attended high school in the U.S., some with little or no prior formal 
education. The learning curve would have been steep – not only learning high school content, but 
also learning a new language, a new culture, and the structures and social expectations of a new 
education system. 
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Table	1.	Participants.	 	
Pseudonym 
Gender 
Country 
Ethnicity 
Age(s) 
 
Education 
prior to U.S. 
Grades in 
US HS 
Educationa
l aspirations 
Journey 
(where) 
What year in 
college (U.S.) 
Descriptor 
(for heading) 
Htoo 
Male 
Burma/ 
Myanmar 
Karen 
• b.1997 [age 22 
now] 
• Fled 2000 
• 2011 to US 
[age 15] 
Kindergarten 
in refugee 
camp 
9th to 12th 
grades, plus 
2 years 
Criminal 
Justice 
Thai refugee 
camp 
Second year Thirsty for 
learning 
Moses 
Male 
Burma 
Karen 
• Age [18] 
• 10 fled Burma 
• 2015 to US 
Kindergarten 
multiple years, 
4 languages 
9th- 12th 
grade  
Car 
mechanic; 
Mechanical 
engineering 
Thai refugee 
camp 
First year The 
mechanic 
Napoleon 
Male 
Burma 
Karen 
• b.2000 [in 
camp] 
• 2014 to US 
Karen sch t0 
gr.5, then 
Burmese sch 
to gr.7, then 
Karen sch. 
9th gr 
(14y.o.). 
10th gr 2x. 
Criminal 
Justice 
Born in Thai 
refugee 
camp; 
moved to 2 
other camps 
First year Born in 
refugee 
camp 
Lah 
Female                
 
Burma 
Korani/Karen 
• 25 y.o. now. 
• Fled 3 yrs old. 
• 2013 to US @ 
19 y.o. 
Finished HS 
in camp (no 
diploma), 3 
lang.; taught 
kids there. 
9th, 11th, 
switched 
back and 
forth; 
finished 
before 21 
y.o. 
Medical 
assistant, 
then 4-year 
university 
Thai camp 
16 yrs. 
Com. 
College 
Teacher at 
refugee 
camp 
Kwa Lar 
Male 
Burma • 20 y.o.  
• Born in Thai 
camp. 
• 2015 to US 
10th gr in 
camp. 
9th grade Business  Thai camp. Com. 
College 
His father 
was a 
leader at 
refugee 
camp 
Eynas 
Female 
Syria • 19 
• 2012 fled 
toward Iraq 
• 2014 Turkey 
(cities) 
Partial 6th gr. 11th gr. Business Syrian city 
on Iraq 
border, then 
Iraqi camp; 2 
yrs, then to 
Turkey. 
1st year Having a 
mind for 
business 
Mohammad 
Male 
Syria • 21 y.o. 
• 2013 to US 
Until 6th grade 
in Syria 
9th grade, 
then got 
cancer 
Four-year 
school. 
Will be a 
dentist 
Lebanon 3rd year The dentist 
Ghasan 
Male 
Iraq 
Christian 
• 26 y.o 
• Fled 10-y.o.  
• 5 years in 
Jordan  
• 2008 to US 
Iraq 
Jordan – gap, 
then sch. 
10th gr. Mechanical 
engineering 
Jordan; dad 
used 
smuggler to 
go to Europe 
but ended up 
in Nepal for 
5 years. 
4th year.  The 
mechanical 
engineer 
Naema 
Female 
Somalia • 19 y.o 
• Fled 7-y.o. 
• 17 y.o. to US 
1st to 10th. 10th grade radiology Ethiopia [bus 
to border, 
begged, bus 
to camp. 10 
years there. 
First year The savior 
of her 
mother’s 
and 
siblings’ 
lives 
Fatima 
Female 
Ethiopia • 23 y.o. 
• 2008 to Kenya 
• 2010 to US 
none 9th – 12th, 
repeating 
12th; 3 yr gap 
before 
college 
nursing Kenya – city. 
Family split. 
2nd year Catching 
up to chase 
her dreams 
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All 10 refugee students are currently attending either community college or a four-year 
university program. The students came from different backgrounds but most were Karen students 
from Burma who came to the US from Thai refugee camps. Some of the students were born in 
refugee camps, others moved to camps when they were young. Some still recall their pre-
migration journeys and the camps. Based on their age and regardless of their educational 
backgrounds, all the students were placed in U. S. high schools. Most of the refugees sustained 
interruptions in their education prior to arrival in the United States; some received a modest 
education in refugee camps or in cities where they lived en route, but others did not have any 
form of schooling. The students had both positive and negative experiences in high school. As 
All are now in college, thus, they clearly succeeded well enough in high school to be able to 
continue their education. The next chapter focuses on their experiences in U.S. schools. 
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CHAPTER 5. FINDINGS II – Life in U.S. Schools 
The journeys to the U.S. for all the participants were harrowing and fraught with 
uncertainty, yet those individuals were able to accommodate and overcome struggles to continue 
chasing their dreams and goals. In this chapter, I present the data around the core themes that 
capture their educational experiences in the U.S., both positive and negative. The students talked 
more about positive experiences than negative experiences. They described their ESL teachers as 
being more supportive than their regular teachers, and their relationships with their ESL teachers 
as stronger than with their mainstream teachers. The students also recalled their struggles in high 
school and factors that helped them overcome challenges and accommodate.  
Student Experiences with Teachers 
All the ten participants had mixed feelings about their experience in high school. They 
related positive and negative experiences with teachers. Their negative experiences seemed to be 
mostly with their non-ESL teachers and their social and academic struggles. In this section, I will 
focus on their experience with teachers. I divided this theme into three subthemes, support, ESL 
teacher practice, and relationships.  
Support 
All participants illustrated many types of support from their teachers, whether it was 
academic, emotional, and even financial support, in addition to the support they received from 
the community and their parents. However, the largest aspect of support came from their ESL 
teachers and some mainstream teachers. Some students reported how their ESL teachers used 
Google and explained embarrassing cultural misunderstanding. For example, Htoo related an 
incident when he put Thanaka on his face. Thanaka is a yellowish power that people from Burma 
apply to their faces to protect from sunburn. Students made fun of Htoo and called him “poop 
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face”. After that incident, he stopped being active in school and his ESL teacher took notice. She 
conversed with him in her office. Later, she discussed with the class about how one should 
respect another’s culture. 
Student call me poop face and I don't know what is poop face and I smile but one Karen 
student tell me in my language and I am mad and I feel don't want to go to school no 
more. So much embarrassing and bullying. I always sad and in all classes I don't want to 
talk and I don't want to do anything. I feel my heart always pain and I don't know how to 
explain but very very very sad. After that my teacher for ESL class call me to her office 
and also my US history teacher and they say "why you are not like before. You don't 
speak and always sad, and I tell them what happen and this guy call me poop face. After 
that the teacher speak to us about different culture. She show video about culture dance 
something like that. Students and she say it's ok everyone have not the same culture and 
respect them something like that. (Htoo, October 23rd, interview)  
Similarly, Napoleon greeted his teacher in class translating the same greeting from Karen 
culture into English. In Karen “we say hi, how are you, have you eaten” (Napoleon, October 
23rd, interview). Thus, when he asked his teacher if she has eaten, the teacher was surprised and 
the students started laughing. The teacher immediately searched Google for how Karen people 
greet each other, and she showed the findings to the class. She explained that different cultures 
use different phrases as greetings. The teacher then told the class, the way they greet is part of 
their generosity. The teacher began greeting Napoleon with his native phrase. Napoleon spoke 
softly with a smile when he described this particular ESL teacher “she made me feel comfortable 
and always welcomed. When she say generosity, she make me happy because in my culture, we 
are generous”. (Napoleon, October 23rd, interview). 
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Several students related the encouragement they received from their ESL teachers that 
motivated them to have goals. Naema, for example, described a paper she had to write for her 
ESL writing class, and her uncertainty about a topic. Because Naema is from Somalia, the 
teacher showed her a video of Ilhan Omar, a former Somali refugee and a current U.S. House 
Representative, to help connect the writing class to something realistic and motivate Naema to 
have hope: 
Um, you know, I want to write essay for my class, but I don’t know what I want to write 
and the topic and everything. So she, she gives me a idea when she showed me a video, I 
never knew Ilhan Omar before. My teacher told me to watch the video and write about 
Ilhan Omar and connect her history to my life history. I learn in the video about Ilhan 
Omar and she was 17 when she came from Somalia as refugee. I become very motivated 
and my skin start shivering. I want to be like Ilhan omar after I see the video because her 
life and my life are similar, but she is very successful person and I am also will be 
successful. My teacher say see she was refugee and she is in the government because she 
did not give up. my teacher want me to see successful people who are refugees so I 
become similar like them. (Naema, October 21, interview)  
Moreover, that same ESL teacher gave Naema a book written by a refugee girl from 
Congo. The author described how she survived the war and violence and became a successful 
woman. Naema said she saw many similarities between herself and the author, and the book 
gave her hope to be successful. Naema enthusiastically talked about her ESL teacher and 
repeated the phrase “I love her so much. She help me so much” (Naema, October 21, interview). 
Many students felt that their ESL teachers were always touched by their stories and 
always showed empathy. Naema related how her ESL teacher made students converse about 
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their life stories in groups. When she heard Naema’s story, the teacher became tearful and 
encouraged Naema to write a book about it. Naema said her teacher told her that she had a better 
chance than Americans to be an effective person in the society. Naema’s teacher told the ESL 
class that she was happy to have them in class and that the United States needed them. Naema 
spoke powerfully that those teachers’ sentences would never leave her mind.  
Some students, like Eynas, mentioned how an ESL teacher took time to help with other 
subjects. Eynas said that her teacher repeated explaining a math problem and never gave up or 
told Eynas that she was busy. Eynas’s favorite ESL teacher helped her during lunch hour and 
gym class because Eynas needed more academic help and the teacher was willing to provide 
time for her: 
I remember there were a couple of times when I had papers that were due, I was 
struggling with them. You know, I would take either lunchtime, I would take my lunch 
and go sit with her and she would help me or I would skip gym. She would give me a 
pass. The gym teacher will send me to her and she would sit with me for that gym time to 
help me write my letter, my paper and things like that. So I didn't struggle with that 
because the help was there. (Eynas, October 24th, interview)  
Participants not only talked about the support they got from their ESL teachers, but they 
also said that some of their non-ESL teachers were nice, empathic, and patient. For example, 
Ghassan said his U.S. history teacher treated him like one of her children. She was nice, she 
supported him with whatever he needed, and she always made him feel welcome in class. 
Ghassan said she even offered help after school. Mohamad’s math teacher did not know anything 
about his country and what is taking place on there. The next day, the teacher read about Syria; 
she asked Mohamad about his family and apologized for what is happening in Syria. 
 91 
 
She comes in, she goes like, Mohammad, where are you from? I said, Syria, Oh. She’s 
like, Oh, that's nice. But she doesn't, she didn't know what happened in Syria. Apparently 
the second day she comes and she says, Oh, I read about Syria. So that was like 
something nice of her that she read about my country. She asked me about the war and if 
my family Ok. What was your experience? What did you see? She said I am sorry about 
what’s going on and hope your family is safe. Then, she asked me to make a presentation 
and then later she goes like, she found out I had cancer. So she, she, she was even like, 
uh, she was shocked and she asked me to bring pictures, and write about my experience 
with cancer. (Mohammad, October 23rd, interview) 
Other teachers, like Fatima’s math teacher, were willing to collect money from other 
teachers to help refugee students. Fatima’s teacher saw her crying because she had not seen her 
mother for years, and, when the math teacher learned her story, she hugged Fatima and gave her 
water. The teacher told Fatima that she would collect money from other teachers to buy Fatima 
an airline ticket to travel to her mother, but Fatima told her that she could not leave the U. S. yet 
because she did not have citizenship.  
Several students described the amount of support they received from their ESL teachers, 
especially in the 12th grade preparing for college. Many students said that their ESL teachers 
helped them complete college and financial aid applications. Some said their ESL teachers took 
them to colleges to choose schools they might like to attend. Napoleon, for example, said his 
ESL teacher helped him complete a financial aid application and write an admission letter. She 
even invited a staff member from a popular community college to speak to her ESL class about 
how one gets into college and what classes they need to take for their generals.  
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Conversely, some students said that some of their non-ESL teachers were not supportive 
and did not want to know their stories or at least did not ask about their lives. Eynas felt 
humiliated in her science class when the teacher discussed her poor performance in front of other 
students, whereas her ESL teacher always spoke to her privately. Moreover, her history teacher 
always switched tone and spoke slowly “like she spoke to me in slow motion” (Eynas, October 
22, interview), when Eynas asked her questions. Eynas felt the teacher treated her like she was 
retarded. In addition, Ghasan said his first math teacher did not allow him to ask questions and 
he was irritated when he needed more help. The teacher told him to ask his parents or anyone in 
his family if he needed more help. Ghasan stopped asking question, and, whenever he went to his 
teacher’s office, the teacher claimed he was busy and asked him to come back later. Eynas said 
she gave a presentation about her refugee experience in her history class, but she was shocked 
about how her teacher reacted: 
Um, I remember one time I actually, in that same history class, I, we had to do a 
presentation and I decided to do a presentation about the refugee camp and my story. And 
I was surprised at the response I got because the teacher was just like, she didn't seem 
like she cared. Like it wasn’t important. Like I almost felt like the time I got up in front 
of the classroom to speak about something very important to me was wasted because I 
didn't present something important to class. She didn’t ask questions or didn’t encourage 
students to ask me questions. It was just like, Ok, thank you, please have a seat. It was 
painful. (Eynas, October 22, interview)  
The support these participants described was not limited to their teachers; many 
appreciated the assistance they received from the community, including churches, community 
centers, and doctors and hospitals. ESL teachers often found outside help for their students. 
 93 
 
Htoo, for example, talked about how his ESL teacher found a church where he obtained tutoring 
in English and other subjects: 
Sometimes if I need, um, help, they just have a place that you can go and do the 
homework. They gotta help you there. The church help me with homework because, you 
know, there is teacher in church help me with everything. I help driving van for church to 
pick up older people, and they always tell me, this how you say this, something like that 
because they want to fixing my English. (Htoo, October 23rd, interview)  
In addition, Naema’s ESL teacher connected her with a doctor who helped immigrant and 
refugee students pay some of their tuition. Because the doctor saw how enthusiastic and 
passionate Naema was about getting a degree in radiology, he promised to pay her tuition until 
she graduates with an associate degree. The doctor’s funding also included pocket money.  
In summary, students experienced various forms of support. Their narratives mentioned 
the following examples:  
Table	2.	Examples	of	Support	and	Lack	of	Support	
Specific Strategy Type of Support Source 
Used Google to clarify cultural confusion Cultural (mis)understanding ESL teacher 
Showed a video of a refugee figure to help a 
student find a writing topic 
To inspire the student ESL teacher 
Let students share stories with groups Feeling welcomed ESL teacher 
Teacher cried when listening to Naema’s 
story 
To show empathy ESL teacher 
Told Naema she should write a book, and that 
she has better chance than most Americans 
Confirms what is good in students 
(values their experience and perceptions) 
and encourages them 
ESL teacher 
Explaining a math problem multiple times for 
Eynas 
To practice patience with students ESL teacher 
Helped Ghasan after class in office To offer extra help for students with 
interrupted education 
History teacher 
Collecting money for Fatima Financial support Math teacher 
Completing college applications To help students continue their education ESL teacher 
 
Did not let Ghasan ask questions Not encouraging Math teacher 
Helping Htoo with his homework outside 
school 
Academic support from community. Church 
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The students received different kinds of support from different sources including their 
ESL teachers, mainstream teachers, and the community. The table above shows clearly that ESL 
teachers were most commonly identified as the source of support10. This concentration of support 
from ESL teachers may have been due to the fact the participants spent more time with ESL 
instructors compared with other teachers, because the students were able to develop closer 
relationships with ESL teachers, or because ESL teachers had more experience and were more 
sensitive to the cultural changes experienced by newcomers. ESL teachers showed empathy to 
students, made students feel welcome and accepted in class, and were patient with refugee 
students. They were also confirming and helped refugee students with their college applications 
to ensure that students would continue their education. In addition, mainstream teachers, such as 
math and history teachers, offered time for students to see them after class and one math teacher 
helped Fatima financially. None of the students said anything negative about their ESL teachers 
when referring to support. Although their negative comments were mostly about mainstream 
teachers, some mainstream teachers also were recognized as supportive.  
The students seemed to feel that the ESL teachers understood their situations better and 
were more aware of their particular needs as refugees. Such understanding helps ESL teachers 
use certain practices that demonstrate their underlying knowledge, or at least a general awareness 
of the challenges refugee students face. The table above and the support teachers have offered 
their refugee students, including academic, financial, and mostly interpersonal support, show that 
                                                
 
10 Even though Noddings (1995) calls the notion of teaching as “ontological care”, where teachers are not only 
called to teach but they are called to heal, Noddings (1995), Korthagen (2004), Fenech et al. (2009) and Clandinin et 
al. )2009), believe that teachers are also facing stress and burnout due to their heavy workloads, low pay, and due to 
the social demographic changes, such as immigration patterns, refugee populations, and environmental changes.  
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being a valued teacher for refugee students means providing support beyond academics. Some 
forms of support were concrete – help with a college application or additional academic help. 
Other forms of support, primarily from ESL teachers, were less tangible – engaging cultural 
differences in a positive way, showing empathy, inspiring students, making them feel welcome, 
and practicing patience. Although we may not know (from this study) why ESL teachers were 
inclined to engage in these intangible practices, we see that they did so, and more prominently 
than the mainstream teachers. The next sub-theme explores in more detail the ESL teacher 
practices that the students appreciated.   
ESL Teachers’ Practice 
One of the most important experience refugee students related for my research was what 
teachers did in class that made them feel happy. There were many practices students liked, but 
prayer was a practice that most students mentioned. Some students said that every morning their 
ESL teacher would allow five to ten minutes for students to pray or meditate depending on their 
religious practice. When Naema’s ESL teacher provided time to meditate, she recited verses of 
the Quran which made her feel relaxed. Htoo and Napoleon said they had a circle and prayed 
every morning and that helped them to focus and relax. Htoo narrated:  
You know, my teacher, she is my ESL, every day she say, um, you pray or do yoga or 
something like that. Pray is very important in my religion and I always pray with my 
family, you know. We sit in circle with my friends and we pray, like close eyes and pray 
for long time. We relax, you know. We feel God help us, you know, in our study, and 
because we forget problems, sometimes. (Htoo, October 23, interview) 
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However, Naema said she had issue during prayer time in her science class. The teacher did not 
allow her to take a break and pray, and prayers for Naema were important, especially because 
she had to pray five times a day.  
It's time to pray when we'd taken our class during our class. So, I wanna ask the teacher, 
Oh, can I go to the bathroom, but I actually go somewhere to pray because the teacher 
don't let me pray. She say I pray at home, but when I go home prayer time is over 
because I have to pray the same time of prayer time. You can't go anywhere, you don't 
have to pray, she yell at me. I was like, why are you yelling at me? She is, and she send 
me to main office, they call my mom. They saying your daughter always uh, you know, 
leave during the class, you will have to talk to her about what she's doing. And after that, 
after a while, I had to stop it, but when I go home I pray but I pray late. (Naema, October 
21, interview)  
In addition to the importance of prayers, sharing stories in class was also an important 
practice that the students mentioned. They liked the activities their ESL teachers used to help 
them share their stories. For example, Htoo was proud when his teacher asked him to tell his 
story in class and students asked him questions afterwards. He thought it was important for his 
friends to know about him. Fatima, conversely, remarked that telling her story and the fact that 
she left her mother back home made her feel better and relieved some stress.  
When I am sad or something, I need to talk to people because, you know, I will only 
think, think, think by myself and it make me more sad, but when I speak to my friends or 
my teacher, or something, they talk to me and I feel better. So, we give presentation about 
our life in my speaking class, and I do presentation and show picture, and everyone was 
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wow, you need help or something, but they just friendly with me. (Fatima, October 22, 
interview) 
Prayers and sharing stories were two important teaching practice, among many others, 
that students were comfortable with. Students also talked about drawing and listening to music in 
class that provided relaxation. Eynas said her ESL teacher let them draw what they wished. She 
drew her home in Syria and how it was destroyed. Although Eynas believed her drawing skills 
were inadequate, her ESL teacher always praised her for her painting “with art, you can share 
happiness, sorrows, and everything. You can keep it for yourself or share it also with your 
teacher and students. I liked when we do such activities”. (Eynas, October 22, interview). 
In summary, the students mentioned some classroom practices that they enjoyed and 
found helpful, such as praying and meditation, sharing stories, and drawing. (See Table 3.) 
Praying or performing yoga in class seemed to be extremely helpful for refugee students because 
afterwards they felt relaxed and focused. Again, their ESL teachers were the individuals who 
practiced these activities. Naema’s science teacher did not allow her to pray, even her required 
five daily prayers. Thus, she was frustrated and there was miscommunication between her and 
her teacher. Clearly, classroom practices that help students feel calm, valued, and proud are 
effective and necessary for refugees to be in a good frame of mind for learning. Such practice 
enables students to feel relieved and focused, which helps students to be able to learn the content 
more. These kinds of practices are clearly beyond simple academic teaching, but they create 
stronger learning environments for students with refugee experiences.  
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Table	3.	Examples	of	Teacher	Practices	
Specific Practice Result or Outcome or Purpose Source 
Allowing time to pray/yoga Calming ESL teacher 
Sharing stories in class Pride, and relieving  ESL teacher 
Not allowing students to pray Frustrated and felt her religious 
practice is not welcomed 
Science teacher 
Drawing Expressing their feelings/ relieving ESL teacher 
 
The support and classroom practices described here built strong relationships with 
teachers, which is further detailed in the next subtheme. 
Relationships 
Students developed positive relationships from teacher support and classroom practices. 
Naema talked about her close relationship with her ESL teacher. Unlike her mainstream teachers, 
her ESL teacher knew her well and knew everything about her life; that positive relationship 
helped Naema to trust her teacher and to have high self-esteem. Naema said: 
So, my ESL teacher, I trust so much, like I love her. I know I love all my teachers, but 
ESL teacher is special for me than others. So, like they can understand me and how I feel 
even before I speak, she know what is going on from my face because she know like 
probably what I face before and how I came here. My ESL teacher can even describe me 
if you talk to her, and ask, oh do you know Naema? When I see this from my teacher 
wallahi [I swear to God] I feel good inside me. I feel somebody close to me, you know. 
(Naema, October 21, interview) 
Eynas as well said she was close to her ESL teacher and, because of trust, she considered 
her teacher as her safety and backup person for advice and support. Some ESL teachers were 
themselves refugees, thus they understood their students’ troubles, which fostered close student-
teacher relationships. Eynas said, 
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She understood me. Um, she understood my fears, what I was going through. Again, that 
goes back to her being a refugee, who came to this country as a young person, had to 
learn the language, had to adapt to the culture, had to go to school so she knew the 
challenges that I was going through. Um, and I was close to her, especially because she 
was my safety. she was my, um, kind of like that backup person that I can go to and I 
know that has my back and supported me and will help me in any situation. Oh, and one 
time, I was really sad because I had so much in my life, so I was just sad. I remember she 
approached me and she said: Eynas, you don’t seem alright today, I just want you to 
remember that nothing is worse than life in refugee camp and now life is much better, so 
look at it in a positive way. That advice still rings in my ears. (Eynas, October 24th, 
interview) 
Similarly, Kwa Lar believed that he had a good relationship with his ESL teacher 
because, compared with other teachers, his ESL understood him more because she had 
volunteered teaching in Thai refugee camps. So, he believes because she has seen what refugees 
in Thailand experience, she understands his needs and knows how to make him feel welcomed. 
Napoleon claimed that, because their teachers had taught many refugees, they had greater 
experience. Moses described his relationship with his ESL teacher as follows “you know, my 
ESL teacher teach in same refugee camp I live before. She know everything… She always teach 
me about other subjects in free time”. (Moses, October 22, interview). 
Another reason why my participants related the strengths of their relationships with ESL 
teachers was because ESL teachers devoted more time to their students than the other teachers. 
Eynas and Naema used to visit with their ESL teachers every day for many hours, and their ESL 
teachers taught them throughout high school. Eynas saw her ESL teacher for two periods a day 
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for the entire week, in addition to the time she spent with her after class several times a week. 
Naema saw her ESL teacher every day for at least three, whereas she did not get to see other 
teachers as often. Therefore, the students built strong relationships with the teachers. In addition, 
Naema’s ESL teacher asked about her life and her family, but other teachers mere taught and 
left. Naema also said the reason why she felt connected to her ESL teacher was because her 
teacher visited her family at their home. 
Also my ESL teachers I am connected to them because they teach us for long time. They 
know us very well. Other teachers only teach us maybe one time but teacher change after 
that, so we don't spend too much time. Also, one thing very important that ESL teachers, 
I mean my ESL teacher did when visiting my family in my house. Oh my God, it was so 
happy moment because she cares a lot and she talks to my family and encourage us and 
tell my mother about my dreams and I have to go college also. Only in class, we don't 
have time to talk but in my house we talked so much and she learn a lot about my family 
history. (Naema, October 21, interview) 
Conversely, participants felt disconnected from their non-ESL teachers. Htoo said his 
regular classes had a great many students, and the class period was short. So, his teacher barely 
knew him. However, his ESL classes were smaller, and he was with the teacher and the same 
students for many hours every day. As a result, refugee students believed that infrequent contact 
with regular teachers often caused a distance between them and their teachers. Mohammad 
asserted that his poor relationship with his non-ESL teachers affected his class performance 
because he felt no connection between him and the teachers, thus, he had little motivation to do 
his work. 
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It's when you don't have that connection between you and the teacher, when you don't 
like the teacher, you're not gonna learn. Like, for example, this, my regular classes I used 
to get, like obviously I used to keep up with my classes. But then I used to try hard. 
Sometimes I don't even do my assignments. I tried to get, like whatever grade, I just want 
to get out of the class without getting a C, so I could go to a college that I want to go to. 
(Mohammad, October 23rd, interview) 
To summarize this theme, student experiences with their high school teachers were 
mostly positive. ESL teachers, and some regular teachers, were supportive and encouraging. 
Table 4 lists some student-perceived differences between ESL and other teachers. Students 
enjoyed some classroom practices of ESL teachers, and they affirmed that such activities helped 
them relax and focus on class. Moreover, student relationships with their teachers were also 
different with ESL teachers compared with their mainstream teachers. Students clearly had 
stronger and healthier relationships with ESL teachers. Students talked about how poor 
relationship with their non-ESL teachers affected their academic performance.  
Table	4.	Teacher—Student	Relationships	
Students felt teachers: Which resulted in: Teacher Reason 
Know them well   Trust and high self-
esteem 
ESL teacher Always asked about her 
and her family. Teacher 
cared about how her 
student was doing 
Are safety net and 
backup person 
Trust and close 
relationship 
ESL teacher Teacher was a refugee 
Are understanding  Comfort in class ESL teacher Volunteered in refugee 
camps 
Are concerned Felt welcomed and cared 
for 
ESL teacher Visited student homes 
Are close to them Strong relationship ESL teacher More frequent contact 
and smaller classes 
Are disconnected  Losing motivation Non-ESL 
teacher 
Too many students and 
not enough time with 
teachers 
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Participants described their ESL teachers as people who knew them well, understood 
their situations, and were friendly and concerned about how their lives were progressing. The 
more experienced and knowledgeable teachers are about refugee students’ situations and their 
needs, the more understanding and friendly they are likely to be. Moreover, when students feel 
that there is a strong and positive relationship with their teachers, they feel valued and welcomed 
in class, which can result in elevating student self-esteem and in creating trust. 
It appears, from these the data, that ESL teachers developed closer relationships with the 
students because they either had a similar background – one teacher was a refugee – or they got 
to know students beyond their identity as students. Some teachers visited students’ homes. One 
had volunteered in a refugee camp and obviously understood that life experience considerably 
more than a teacher with no such experience. Yet another asked about the students’ lives and 
families, showing concern for life outside of school. Also, students spent more time with their 
ESL teachers, at least three hours a day for the entire week, and the number of students in ESL 
classes was smaller than regular classes, which seemed to help refugee students build strong and 
close relationships with their ESL teachers. Conversely, the disconnection felt with the non-ESL 
teacher was likely a consequence of spending less time with him/her because of the nature of 
high school class schedule, i.e., one period per day per teacher, which leaves little time to get to 
know one another 
When teachers understand the needs of their refugee students, and when teachers have 
more knowledge about the lives and past experiences of their refugee students, they can provide 
proper support, practice helpful classroom activities, and build positive relationships with 
students. When refugee students feel supported emotionally and academically, and have teachers 
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who they can trust, they tend to build positive attitudes towards education and their new lives 
generally. Positive relationships, built on knowing students well, requires time. ESL teachers not 
only seem more inclined to get to know students well, they also spend more time with their 
students and teach students for longer periods of time. However, one should not conclude that 
there are no struggles. 
Struggles 
The participants recalled their struggles in high school. To understand the struggles of 
these refugee students in deep detail, I divided this theme into subthemes based on the students’ 
narrations. These subthemes cover three types of struggles: academic, cultural, and social.  
Academic Struggles 
Several participants explained that their lack of language skills caused many problems, 
especially during their first year of high school. Moses and Napoleon said their poor language 
and thick accents prevented them from speaking either in or outside class. Napoleon also talked 
about the difficulties he faced in learning English because, whenever he learned one word, 
people used an antonym, which frustrated him and made him think he would never learn and 
speak English fluently. Napoleon and Htoo said that, because they did not know English well, 
they missed the fun part of being a teenager. They did not socialize because they needed to 
devote more time to their assignments. For example, if an assignment was expected to require a 
couple hours to finish, Napoleon and Htoo spent more than four hours. Napoleon added that, 
when he spoke broken English, it caused embarrassment, 
Um, well like sometimes you might feel embarrassed, you might feel down when you 
talk to your teacher like they don’t understand what you say, so it's embarrassing. Yeah, 
so you get home and you think about it, and you keep thinking about not speaking 
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anymore because it’s embarrassing, especially in other classes not ESL classes because 
everyone have accent and learning English there. (Napoleon, October 22, interview)  
Almost all participants said their poor English was not the main issue with which they 
struggled. Although English was difficult to learn, they acquired it quickly. Major issues on 
which the students focused were accommodation to the school system and learning about school 
and culture. Moses, for example, said he attained English faster than anything else, and he was 
more confused about the school system, about after high school activities, and about the 
requirements for finishing high school. 
Another academic struggle was class discussions. Several participants said they had no 
background information or any idea about the topics discussed in class, thus, these refugee 
students were completely lost. For example, Eynas said that at home they only watched Arabic 
television, and, when the class discussed an issue in U. S. news or a recent movie, she could not 
understand the topic and was unable to take part in the conversation. When the class discussed 
something related to American culture, she became anxious and hoped her teacher would not call 
on her because she would not know what to say. However, later in her narration, Eynas said her 
ESL teacher chose familiar topics. 
Several participants illustrated how the different system in the United States affected their 
school performance. Eynas, for example, talked about how she once stayed in a classroom the 
entire time thinking the teachers would change instead of the students switching classrooms. It 
took her a long time to understand. Many times, she was marked absent because she did not 
know where to go and went to the wrong classroom. Similarly, Moses said he was lost after each 
class because he did not know where to go, especially the first week, and he was embarrassed to 
ask the teachers or inquire in the office. However, when his ESL teacher saw him walking 
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around lost, she marked each classroom with a color and gave him his schedule based on the 
color code assigned for each class. 
 Many participants did not know anything about the SAT test not until a day before the 
test. Ghasan, for example, did not realize the importance of high school for being admitted to 
college, and he wished his ESL teachers had spent more time explaining the U. S. school system. 
He had not heard any of his teachers telling him about the SAT exam, and, not unexpectedly he 
did not do well because he was unprepared. 
One of the biggest challenge for me was the SAT test. I mean, this was a very important 
thing to the students, but you know, they did not announce it ahead of time or gave us a 
prep test or anything like that. I did not know what's the test like or anything like that. 
Not even my ESL teachers told us about it, or maybe they did but it was not a big deal, so 
we didn't really think it was that important. (Ghasan, October 30, interview) 
Many more struggles participants talked about that affected their academic performance. 
An issue mentioned by several participants was being away from home and being unable to 
return and see the rest of their families. Mohammad reported that the situation was distracting 
and it was hard for him to study. His uncle had been arrested by the Syrian government and his 
grandfather, with whom he was very close, was dying, yet he could not visit him. Mohammad 
talked about another similar incident in which he could not study for final exams because his 
uncle was killed that week in Syria. 
My last semester of high school, and it was like school about to end, and so we had 
exams. Yea, it was exams weeks, and we heard my uncle who was arrested for a year and 
half that he was killed in the jail. They killed him and they sent him to his family, and so 
our family in Syria sent us the pictures, and that was something crazy. I couldn't study for 
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any exam. How do you want me to study under this situation? well, at the end, I did not 
fail my exam, but I got a bad, very bad grade. (Mohammad, October 23rd, interview) 
Several participants, including Napoleon, talked about not having the equipment and 
tools at home to do homework. Thus, most of the time, Napoleon had to stay in school until late 
hours to finish his assignments. Napoleon did not have a computer or Internet service at home. 
His parents were going to school to learn basic English so they could obtain employment. 
Therefore, they did not have money to buy a computer or obtain home Internet service. Thus, 
Napoleon had to stay in school to do his assignments; sometimes he would not finish before the 
school closed, thus, he had to return early in the morning to finish his work.  
Another problem that affected the student academic performance was poor mental health. 
Several students related their mental states and the fact that often they had no desire to do 
homework or attend school. Eynas said the nightmare of the refugee camp followed her to the 
present time. Sometimes she woke sweating and panicking, thinking she was still in a refugee 
camp. Unfortunately, none of Eynas' high school teachers knew or asked about her health. She 
said she hid her mental problem because she did not want others to think she was retarded, which 
could cause her to be bullied. Lah was more articulate about her mental health and she spoke 
about it in more detail. She said she missed many school days because she did not want to leave 
the house and how the smell of the air made her feel. Often she fainted in class because she was 
dizzy. 
The first six months I was very sick. Everything make me sick. The smell outside make 
me like dizzy, and I don't want to eat any food or go anywhere. I feel like people, the 
English people, smell different and even air smell different. I always like lay down all the 
time because I get really really dizzy. I lose my weight, something like that. I feel like it's 
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depression, and like I said, I got dizzy. It's like I am in airplane when my ears are closed. 
When I am in classroom, I feel class is moving around. (Lah, October 30, interview)  
Moreover, Fatima’s mental health affected her school progress even after she graduated 
from high school. She narrated: 
I was really sick (with tears on her face). I don't know what happened to me. I don't even 
know myself. I can's sleep at night. The teacher told me to go to doctor. The doctor think 
it is seizure because I faint in class, but it's not seizure. My dad took me to the Shaikh to 
treat me with Quran because they think I have Jin [demons] in my spirit, so the Shaikh 
read Quran and everything, but I couldn't go to school and I dream bad dreams about my 
teacher like hitting me and I wake up so scared. I repeat the year and after I graduate, I 
don’t go to college right away. I am just not feeling good. I still take medicine because I 
have depression. (Fatima, October 22, interview)  
Academic challenges relate to language fluency, learning about the educational system, 
lack of resources, and to several issues related to life outside of school. (See Table 5.)  
Table	5.	Refugee	Students’	Academic	Struggles	
Academic Struggle The consequence/ result What caused it 
English Skills    Embarrassment/ less social life  Complication of language rules 
and vocabularies 
School system Not knowing what the 
SAT/ACT is  
Confusion  
Lack of focus on teaching about 
the school system 
Life distraction Not able to focus on school Family separation/ not able to see 
family members in home country 
Difficulties to do 
homework assignments 
and catch up 
Difficulties to catch up with 
class 
No Internet or tools/no money to 
buy computer 
Poor academic 
performance 
Missing school/ no motivation Emotional challenges 
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For refugee students, academic struggles do not seem to be related to subjects and 
understanding their content, but instead to not fully understanding the school system, especially 
the transition to college, to a lack of material resources to do homework, and to emotional health. 
Beyond these challenges to academic performance, the students identified cultural struggles. 
Cultural Struggles 
Not knowing the American culture put some students in a difficult situation in school. 
Moses related an incident in his science class that was not the best experience of his high school. 
He said in Karen culture, crossing the arms and looking down is a sign of respect to elders and 
teachers. Thus, when the teacher asked him a question, he crossed his arms and looked down. 
However, the teacher was not aware of that aspect of Moses’ culture, so she sent him to the 
office thinking that he had disrespected her. Moses said the worst part was when he could not 
explain the situation in English, and the school called his parents because of his apparent 
misbehaving.  
Sometimes American culture was difficult for students to practice because it contradicted 
their beliefs and religions. To the refugee students, especially Muslim students like Fatima, 
Naema, and Eynas, American culture was totally different than their culture as Muslim girls. 
Eynas tried to fit in society and immerse herself into the culture, but her family did not allow her 
to be part of American groups fearing she would lose her culture or practice culturally forbidden 
behavior such as smoking and drinking. Eynas wanted to join an art club that many of her friends 
attended after school, but her parents prevented her from doing so because they did not 
understand the purpose of school clubs. They thought clubs were places for students to hangout. 
In addition, Naema talked about her difficulty to fit in American culture while keeping her own 
religion and culture:  
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So, one hard thing for me was American culture, right? It's hard for me because, like, 
why you wearing hijab? Why you bowing [they mean when she prays] or why you pray 
during class period. I say this the rules of my religion, so I have to follow, but they don’t 
allow you to do that. Especially when it's summer. Why you wear a long dress? It's 
summer. Why you don't take off your Hijab? I won't. We want to see your hair, or are 
you bald or something like that. It was frustrating and very hard to deal with this. It’s 
different culture; I can’t change my culture because American culture is not to fit my 
culture or religion. So, it’s hard. (Naema, October 21, interview) 
Eynas, Fatima, Mohammad, and Naema related their difficulty informing the schools that 
they did not eat pork or non-halal food. They had to avoid the cafeteria as much as possible. 
Eynas did not want other students to know that she did not eat non-halal food because she feared 
being made derided. Her ESL teacher helped her prepare a response she could use if she should 
be asked about her diet or traditions.  
Food was a problem for non-Muslim students as well, especially Karen students. The 
Karen students repeated the exact statement that food was one of many cultural differences they 
with which they struggled. They disliked the cafeteria food because it was unfamiliar. For 
example, they all said they had never eaten hamburger before coming to the United States. They 
ate only rice and vegetables, and sometimes meat “food was big problem for me, lunch time was 
not fun. you know, like every day there like hamburger, um, I don't really like that. Like, in my 
house, we usually eat rice, vegetable, and sometime meat”. (Napoleon, October 22, interview). 
Likewise, Moses felt school food made him sick and it took him a long time to become 
acclimated to it. He said: 
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Oh, lunch time, I was heartbroken [laugh]. I see the food, hamburger, in school and it 
smells different. I am like ooof I don't like this. I don't like it because before we eat only 
rice and vegetable at home, and in refugee camp, we eat rice and we eat spicy food, but in 
high school in America, we had to eat French fries and hamburger and it was different. I 
used to eat the meat but not the bread of the hamburger because we don't eat bread back 
home. we only eat rice. Yea, so bread is new to me [laugh]. Sometimes food make me 
feel sick. I think my stomach cannot take it or something like that. (Moses, October 22, 
interview)  
The students recounted several challenges that occurred because of cultural differences 
(See Table 6). These cultural gaps created situations in which the students felt like outsiders, 
thus, they avoided particular school practices. The feeling that their culture was misunderstood 
or that they could not join other students at lunch or outside activities caused refugee students to 
be isolated, which reduced possibilities to make friends and bridge cultural differences.  
Table	6.	Cultural	Struggles	
Cultural Struggle What exactly happened  Consequence  
Cultural 
misinterpretation 
Student crossed his arms while 
speaking to teacher; lack of eye contact  
Taken to the office for 
misbehaving 
Different religions 
and beliefs 
Parents did not allow their child to be 
involved after school 
Could not be part of students’ 
clubs 
Traditional and 
religious dress 
Being asked about her Hijab and long 
dress by other students  
Felt she did not fit in school 
community 
Food Students eat only Halal meat Skipping lunch 
Food Not familiar with hamburger and bun Avoid lunch 
 
Although refugee students faced cultural struggles, they also encountered social struggles 
in high school. 
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Social Struggles 
Social struggles such as bullying and discrimination were a major issue that participants 
faced in U.S. high school. The participants were from different countries, and they practiced 
religions different from the mainstream American population. All participants had stories related 
to racism. Because they were Muslims and wore the head scarf (Hijab), Eynas, Naema, and 
Fatima were treated differently by some teachers and students. Eynas felt as if she had to dress 
like everybody else, otherwise students would harass her. Once, a student asked her to take off 
her hijab, and, if she refused, he would tell everyone that she was bald. Eynas felt humiliated and 
cried all day. Naema had a similar experience, but, worse, she had to change school because of 
the extent of racism she had to contend with. 
So, because I am wearing my Hijab and this long dress, they just like, oh you have to take 
it off. It is summer time, why are you wearing this, this and that. They put pressure and 
even one time, one student tried to pull my Hijab, and that time I really was mad. I 
moved to different school, which is diversity at school. (Naema, October 21, interview) 
Eynas and some other students faced discrimination even by their teachers. Both Eynas 
and Mohammad talked about their racist history class teachers. Eynas said: 
In history class, they would talk about Islam. She [the teacher] would never say anything 
good about Islam and she would always reference me and she would always put me on 
the spot to say: so tell me, are you forced to wear the scarf? Tell me, what are some 
things your um, religion forces you to do? Tell me some things that your culture forces 
you to do. Are you happy wearing this? Are you happy you don't wear pants? So, she 
always taught history in what she believed in. And then she would put me on spot and all 
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the questions that she would ask me would be negative in a way. (Eynas, October 24th, 
interview) 
Mohammad said that his history teacher lived by the mosque that he frequented, and the 
teacher would make racist comments about the people who worshipped there. She never 
hesitated to make unkind comments about Muslims in front of him even though she knew he was 
Muslim.  
She was my history teacher. She was very annoying. She had a lot of hate, especially 
toward religion. And she'll say that in my face. She doesn't have problem saying and 
telling me about her racist opinion about my religion. Uh, so basically the teacher, she 
lives, apparently she lives by the mosque that I go pray in and she hates them so much, 
and she carries that hate into school. She would literally say, I don't like these people who 
go to the mosque, even though they're my people. Like even you can't just tell me like, I 
like you, but I don't like your people because I'm part of this community. (Mohammad, 
October 26, interview) 
Bullying and discrimination were the main types of social challenges the students faced 
in high school. (See Table 7.). Muslim refugees particularly faced bullying and discrimination 
because of misunderstanding about their religion and female dress. 
Table	7.	Social	Struggles	
Social Struggles: What exactly Happened Source Consequence 
Bullying She was pressured to 
remove her Hijab 
A student Feeling humiliated  
Discrimination Asking racist questions 
and making racist 
comments about 
students’ religions 
History 
teachers 
Feeling pressured and 
disrespected 
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Both history teachers made racist comments and asked racist questions to two Muslim 
refugee students. No student talked about any social struggles with their ESL teachers or other 
ESL students. Social challenges came from the ignorance of other students and teachers. Such 
ignorance caused students to feel humiliated and disrespected in school. A feeling of humiliation, 
disrespect, and being misunderstood reduces possibilities for learning, for making friends, and 
for learning about and participating in a new environment. In short, these feelings reduce an 
individual’s ability to adjust to a new environment, including the kinds of relationships that 
students can make at school.  
What Helped Students Accommodate to U.S. Schools? 
When I asked students about their challenges in U.S. schools and what teachers or the 
school did to help, students enthusiastically narrating how their ESL teachers assisted them to 
become part of their new society. In addition, they mentioned that their history of being refugees 
and their affirmation and belief in their new futures were important factors in feeling comfortable 
with their new life and moving forward to achieving their dreams. These factors are discussed in 
the following four subthemes: a sense of belonging, motivation, appreciation of being in the 
U.S., and being proactive in the accommodation processes.   
Sense of Belonging 
One circumstance that participants thought helped them with accommodating and feeling 
welcomed was having the sense that they belonged to the school and that their culture, religion, 
and customs were values. Naema felt that her ESL teachers made school a second home. Her 
school had all religious and cultural celebrations, Eid, Diwali, and Christmas, and all ESL 
students attended these celebrations. Naema said these celebrations made her and her friends feel 
that their religious and cultural practices were important and recognized in school. On the day of 
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Eid, for example, Naema’s ESL teachers dressed in traditional Muslim clothes such as Hijab for 
her female teacher and Kamis for her male teacher.  
When came like a celebration day. They celebrate with us. They wear the Hijab even if 
they are not Muslims, so she can show us like how respect our culture or what we 
believe. Actually, for the first time, because I, I never knew like someone who cared 
about my religion this much. So I as first time I saw my teacher, which is a girl wearing, 
um, Hijab and long dress. I feel like so happy. I'm like, wow, we have someone loves my 
culture and someone who respect me. I was crying. I can't even hold my tears. And then 
the second year, which I was senior high school, I got a teacher, who is a boy, he wear 
the Kamis, which is thing that long dress men wear, Muslim men wear. And I took a 
pictures. I was like, oh my God, I want to take picture to have this for memory. Yeah. So 
I actually feel like I belong to this school and I feel like this school is my home and 
teachers like my family. They have so much love for me and my culture and I appreciated 
that so much. (Naema, October 21, interview) 
For Eynas, school activities made her feel that she belonged. Her ESL teacher took 
students to the “game day” at the gym when students dress special and play different games. In 
addition, Eynas’ ESL teacher took the class to the Festival of Nations every year, and those 
excursions gave her a sense of comfort in her school, especially when her country was presenting 
at the festival.  
Um, my favorite thing in school from like middle school to high school was, um, the field 
trip that we had to the festival of nations every year, all the ESL students, um, would go 
to the festival of nations. And that was really, really fun because it's, it was more of a 
comfort zone for all of us. Um, to be able to go to that. Like I would go to the stand that 
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has something about that optic stand and my friends come with me and they get to 
experience that and then I would go to their stand that's about their country and we get to 
experience that. So I felt like it was everyone's comfort zone and that was like something 
that we all looked forward to was a festival of nation field trip. (Eynas, October 24th, 
interview) 
Similarly, Moses felt that being part of the school’s sports team was an important 
influence on his school adaptation and success. 
Like, When I was freshmen, my ESL teacher tell me about join the sport team because 
she know I like wrestling. She say it is good and help me my grades also. After I join, I 
like it so much. I feel very comfortable, the team, the coach, they were all good. I feel 
school is more fun, and also if you play sports it can improve your grades in science too, 
so I was improving my grades. I was a good wrestler and I joined the wresting team. I 
was good at it. After I become in the team, I become like school more because I like sport 
and I can improve grade too if I play. (Moses, October 23, interview)  
In summary, ESL teachers were clearly encouraging a sense of belonging. They 
incorporated their students’ cultural and religious practices, and they encouraged participating in 
the school activities. (See Table 8.)  
Table	8.	Sense	of	Belonging		
Action or Event Consequence Source 
Celebrated all religious holidays Felt included, important, and 
welcomed 
ESL teachers 
Teachers wear students’ traditional 
clothes 
Felt respected and belonged to school ESL teachers 
Teacher take student to the festival 
of nations 
Student felt she fit in society and her 
culture was represented 
ESL teachers 
Encouraged to join sports team Feeling comfortable and feeling part 
of the school social life 
ESL teachers 
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When students see their teachers practice certain activities to include their cultures and 
religions, and when they are encouraged by their teachers to be part of school social life, they 
develop a sense of being important, included, and respected. Such feelings promote refugee 
student self-esteem.  
Motivation 
Motivation to learn and achieve goals was another subtheme that arose. Participants 
thought motivation helped them accommodate to their schools. All participants described how 
they viewed education and how education pushed them to do well and become immersed quickly 
in the American school environment. All participants mentioned that they wanted to make their 
parents proud, a goal that kept them on the right academic track. Napoleon, for example, 
believed that he needed to pay back his parents because they went through a hard life to get to a 
better place and better future.  
My parents came here for us to get an education and better life, and yea, you know, for 
them, they don't care about that stuff, they care more for us because they don't have that 
chance before. So, yea, I want to pay them back and make them proud. So, this mean I 
have to work so hard and I have to put anything and all problems behind me and live my 
new life, you know. (Napoleon, October 30, interview)  
Similarly, Moses said his parents always reminded him about their past and the lack of 
educational opportunities, which was one reason they came to the U. S. For Moses, these 
reminders were a huge support that compelled him to continue chasing his dreams. Eynas, 
conversely, said that when her mother saw her struggling with assignments, she cried because 
she could not help. For Eynas, seeing her mother crying pushed her to be successful and to make 
her mother proud. 
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Moreover, the emotional support they received from their parents were sources of 
motivation. All participants said that their parents had little or no education, and their parents 
could not help with their homework and other major assignments. However, all the students 
affirmed that their parents pushed them to study and learn, and some said their parents prayed for 
them to be successful, which elicited still further motivation. For example, Naema said: 
My mom didn't, she never went to school. She never went to school. So like I want be, 
but she want us to be educated people too. She doesn't want, you know, to be like her. 
She's still is smart. She's thoughtful, but like she wants us to be educated so she would 
push us. Like go to school and learning, you know, you can be benefiting the future. So 
that's one thing, you know my mom always encouraged. (Naema, October 21, interview) 
All other participants felt the same. Witnessing their parents’ struggles and their hard lives in the 
refugee camps was hard made students stronger and pushed them to fight for success “I think for 
me, I tried to push myself harder and challenge myself thinking about my parents and how much 
they did for us to provide the life we have today. So, I cannot take that for granted. so, I think the 
biggest motivation, you know, all the hard work that family provided for us”. (Ghasan, October 
30, interview). 
All the participants believed education was the main source of better life in the United 
States. After living in refugee camps with no dreams and no opportunities, the students affirmed 
that education promotes respect. They wanted to show that they were not simply refugees, but 
they were educated refugees and able to contribute to society. Htoo said “education is very 
important to me. It's gonna have your future. In my culture, if you have education, if you know 
that thing [have knowledge], people gonna respect you. They gonna put you on top”. (Htoo, 
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October 30, interview). Similarly, Moses tried to connect his refugee camp experience with his 
new life in the United States to help him continue chasing his dreams. He said:  
In refugee camp we think of living , food and water but don't think about education 
because, you know, we don’t have opportunity. In America there is more hope and more 
education. So, I want complete my education, so my parents become proud of me and 
happy because they don't go to school in our home country. I want my parents be proud. 
they come to refugee camp and after they come here for better future for me and my 
siblings. I think about every time. I want my family smile in my graduation. (Moses, 
October 22, interview) 
All participants related their goals and how their goals were connected with their refugee 
backgrounds. Several students planned college graduation to help refugees in camps with 
anything they learned in school, especially to educate refugees who could not live in countries 
with better opportunities. For example, Htoo said he was pursuing law enforcement to be a 
police officer, so, one day, he could return to a refugee camp and help with law and rules. 
Further, he would teach children English. Htoo’s dreams and future plans helped him work hard 
and think “everything is possible to achieve”. (Naema, October 22, interview). The student 
histories and families were motivators, as were their beliefs in education as a key to success, and 
a sensibility to give back to their refugee communities. (See Table 9.)  
Table	9.	Motivation	
Motivational Aspect What happened Consequence 
Paying back parents Parents did not have education, and 
they needed to achieve what their 
parents could not achieve 
Pushed them to do better in their 
schools 
Parents incorporeal motivation Parents prayed for them; continued 
pushing them to study 
Pushed them to study harder 
Their belief in education  They see education as the main key for 
success in the U.S. 
Helped them to dream for better 
future 
Paying back their community/refugee 
camps 
They want to learn so one day they go 
back to refugee camps and help 
Helped them continue their 
education/thrive to learn more 
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There are many aspects that seem to help refugee students’ internal motivations, such as 
wanting to repay their parents because of what they had to endure for them, the intangible 
support of their parents, their beliefs in the concept of education, and their intentions to help 
other refugees after finishing their education. When students have experienced an unpleasant 
past, and they compare their past to the present, they seem to have strong motivations for their 
future and their current education. Moreover, parental support does not have to be academic 
support; parents have other ways, direct and indirect, to push their children to think seriously 
about their education and to work hard. 
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Appreciation of a New Life 
All participants appreciated their new lives in the United States, especially educational 
opportunities, and those feelings of appreciation helped them overcome struggles and 
accommodate. Several students, especially those from the refugee camps in Thailand, said they 
were grateful to have legal documents for the first time in their lives.  
When we come here we come with no documents. We don't have ID card or anything, 
but we come with blue bag from the IOM from UNHCR and this is like our passport. 
They open it and they give us I94 card. It was my first document in my life. So, when we 
were in Thailand refugee camp, we don't have documents or passport or anything. First 
time to have a passport. it's so nice, yea, so this is my country forever. So, I think I have 
to accept everything even if it’s hard, you know. (Moses, October 22, interview)  
Several students remarked how much it meant to them to be able to practice their religion 
and freedom of speech without fear of being oppressed. For example, Napoleon said that he was 
happy to be here practicing his religion, culture, and speaking his own language because, in 
Burma, if one tries to write in the Karen language, the government would cut off his or her 
fingers.  
In Thailand refugee camp, we only have Buddhist and Christian, but here we have a lot, 
any language, many religion. When I came here, I was wow there is many religions and 
they are different. So, it's very nice no one say anything if you go to church or different 
place, and I always feel the U.S.A is better place for us because we can be what we want 
to be, you know. (Kwa Lar, October 22, interview)  
All participants mentioned that The U. S. has given them many opportunities such as free 
education, medical care, jobs, and the opportunity to own property. Moses appreciated 
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government financial from the welfare program until they settled and obtained jobs. Kwa Lar 
appreciated the financial aid that paid for his college education; education in his refugee camp 
was not free. Napoleon appreciated the fact his family bought a house for the first time in their 
life. 
I'm lucky we came here, uh, a lot of education, a lot of freedom, yea and then you can 
like, as long as you work, you can buy a car, you can buy a house. We bought a house, 
and this is first time we have a house. We actually own it because in refugee camp, we 
don't have the chance. You cannot buy anything. (Napoleon, October 30, interview) 
Several participants also mentioned were also grateful the U. S. gave them the chance to dream, 
dreams that they never thought of when they were either in their countries or in refugee camps. 
For example, Naema said: 
So when I was in Ethiopia I never dream of anything, like my dream was just how to live 
and how to survive every day, and maybe sometimes I dream of education, but because 
we are in camp, dreams are difficult achieve them, so um yea there is no dream really. 
We live every day to repeat the same thing, so how can I dream? I see people before me 
do same thing for long time and never move up, so the dreams are in cloud in Ethiopia. 
But when I came here in America, I get like a lot of opportunity. I never knew there is 
like a lot of jobs. That's one thing I know ...when I was Africa, even if you have PhD, it's 
still, there's a lot of people who don't get a job, you know, they have their PhD, they have 
their master's, they still in home cause there's not a lot of opportunities. But as they get 
here, I saw a lot of, you know, opportunity. So, I just needed to take that, you know, 
chance and to, you know, to get where I want. So I just get a lot of dreams. (Naema, 
October 21, interview) 
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Appreciation of their new lives is based on several foundational structures of security, 
namely, having a secure legal status, experiencing freedoms of speech and religion, and having 
opportunities for upward mobility and/or creating a solid life in the U.S. (See Table 10).  
Table	10.	Appreciation	
Appreciation Example 
Legal documents   Appreciation of being legal, and having legal documents for 
first time after being stateless in refugee camps 
Freedom of religion and speech Being able to practice their religions freely and say their 
opinion without being persecuted 
Opportunities and dreams Appreciate school financial aid, being able to buy homes, 
jobs, and welfare support upon their arrival to the U.S. 
 
Refugee students are thankful for their new life opportunities, dreams, and freedom 
because they compare their prior hardships and oppression with their current lives. Such 
appreciation causes refugee students view their current lives with positive visions, and it helps 
them accommodate quickly. Beyond these structural bases on which they can build a new life, 
the students were also proactive in using a variety of strategies to move their lives into a positive 
future.  
What Students Did to Adapt to U.S. Schools 
The students in this study were actively engaged in helping themselves to learn about the 
American educational system, social system, and culture. Some used a technique of writing notes 
that kept them moving forward. Naema said that when someone bullied or bothered her, she did 
not let the situation overwhelm her. She used affirmations to avoid being discouraged and to 
maintain her positive outlook: 
Yeah, but like that won't stop me. What I want to, um like, I know they are laughing, but 
like everything they say and I don't like listen what they say, just listen from this side of 
your ear and move it out from the other side. So, I have to just like see my goal. So, my 
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goal was like be educated and be pride and get there, you know. I write in a sticker like 
“don’t listen to people bully or try put you down” and I hang it in. So, I do this for 
helping myself keep going, you know. (Naema, October 21, interview) 
Some students used meditation and prayers to overcome their struggles instead of being 
depressed and frustrated. Htoo and his family always prayed at home and in church to have a 
smooth life and try to fit in their new society. Lah said prayers helped her and her family to find 
peace and trust in their new life. 
We believe in God, so mom, every single day, mama pray, pray for us. She pray like, oh, 
God please give us safety. WE don't want to fight each other. WE don't want to argue our 
neighbor. We just want to stay simple life. Because we believe in God, we believe like 
that nothing happened to us. After, we feel more safety and we have more friends with 
our neighbor and something like that. (Lah, October 30, interview) 
Napoleon and Eynas described what they did when people looked down at them because 
they were refugees. Napoleon talked to himself and reflected on his past experience and where 
he was at present, which encouraged him to keep going. Similarly, Eynas was called a “trouble 
maker” because she was exiled from her country, but she used that situation as a way to move 
forward. She said:  
I was of it because it was kind of a, at the time I, I was really embarrassed of it that I 
lived in a refugee camp. I never wanted to admit it because I'm already being picked on 
for so many things. And then now being a refugee, it's like you've done something wrong 
and now it's gonna make the bullying worse. Um, and one thing I noticed is I was 
embarrassed of who I really was. And I could never be true to myself if I kept denying 
my past and denying my history or where I came from. So I had to decide to come to a 
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conclusion and to come to be okay with my past and know that my past has shaped me 
into who I am today. And being in a refugee camp is not bad. It's not my fault or my 
parents’ fault. It's an experience that made me who I am today. So, it was really just kind 
of a point in my life where I was kind of discovering who I am. And I realized that as 
long as I am hiding my truth, I am never going to be honest with myself or anybody else 
and not happy. It's a secret. It's a, it's like a dark secret that you're hiding. And is it really 
a dark secret. (Eynas, October 24th, interview) 
Eynas and Lah both said their refugee status helped them to accommodate to their new 
lives quickly because they could not return to their countries or to the refugee camps, thus, they 
had to train their minds to believe that the U. S. would be their permanent country. Accepting 
this fact helped them view what seemed their new lives in a more positive manner. 
Another important point some students mentioned was that they felt better and happy 
helping newly arrived refugee students and refugee families. Eyans, for example, was assisting a 
new student from Thailand. The student did not speak any English, but Eynas used hand gestures 
and Google Translation to communicate. Eynas felt good because she did not want the new 
student to struggle liken she had. In addition, Lah and Naema volunteered to help elderly women 
from their community, and they taught English to the mothers. These students expressed 
happiness and pleasure performing such work because they were giving to the community. Eynas 
said her ESL teacher helped her stand on her feet and learn about life in the United States, and it 
was her turn to help others. 
In summary, although students accepted the support they received from their teachers, 
they were also proactive in shaping their futures. They relied on affirmations and praying to 
maintain a positive outlook, and they compared their current experiences with their pasts to 
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remind themselves that life was better. Helping others who came behind them on similar refugee 
journeys also kept them focused on what mattered, namely, a promising future. (See Table 11.) 
Being refugees and coming from a war-torn countries and refugee camps enabled the students to 
use their difficult past as a means to examine their present and future in a positive way because 
they seemed to search for all types of opportunities provided by their new country. This dual 
frame of reference – comparing a difficult past with a more promising present and future – 
mirrors Ogbu’s (1992) theory that immigrants benefit from a dual frame of reference and 
generally have a better outlook in the present. He explained that this dual frame of references 
facilitates making choices about cultural change do not threaten one’s cultural history – one can 
be both an American and an individual with the original heritage. This strategy is a common 
approach to positive adaptation among immigrants (Ogbu, 1992). It is pertinent to the group of 
refugees in this study.   
Table	11.	What	Students	Did	to	Accommodate	to	U.S.	Schools	
Technique they used How it helped 
Writing encouraging/ positive notes 
(affirmations) on post-it-notes   
Motivated them to keep going and have a positive 
attitude  
Praying Helped them find peace and trusted their surroundings 
Turning the negative comments of 
being refugees into positive 
They started reflecting to their past and how successful 
they currently are, and this made them feel proud of 
being resilient refugees 
Helping other refugees (newly arrived 
refugee students, teaching English and 
helping refugee mothers) 
Feeling contented and made them feel they are not only 
receiving help, but they are giving help to people too. 
 
Some refugee students could possibly consider being refugees an advantage. The fact that 
they cannot return to their original countries seems to help refugee students accept that their new 
country will be their permanent place to live, thus, they tend to turn their negative experiences 
into positive experiences. The techniques refugee students use, such as praying, writing 
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motivational notes, and helping newly arrived students, sound like ways that refugee students 
have determined to help smooth their transitions and continue living with less stress and worry. 
Moreover, helping other refugees seems to be a way for refugees to prove to society that they do 
not always ask for help but that they provide help as well. 
Even though students believe the support they received from their teachers helped them 
find some sense of security in their classrooms and lives, and helped them to continue their 
education after high school and work toward brighter futures, they also were proactive in moving 
their lives toward that future.  
Conclusion 
Refugee students certainly face different kinds of barriers than other students, including 
academic, cultural, and social challenges. Some students arrive with little or no education, which 
was true for most of my participants. They are forging new lives. Navigating social life in U.S. 
schools can be a challenge because limited understanding by domestic students can lead to 
discriminatory actions. However, these barriers can be eased if teachers know more about their 
refugee students’ situations. My research shows that refugee students tend to immerse 
themselves into their new schools more smoothly when they feel their teachers know them, 
respect them, and include them in classroom interactions. The connection between refugee 
students and their teachers creates a safe academic environment for refugee students and helps 
build trust.  
Students also tend to help push themselves to do well in school by using different 
techniques and having positive thoughts about their current situations. The process of looking 
back at their difficult pasts and forward to new opportunities such as education and freedom is 
most influential in helping refugee students think positively and work diligently toward their 
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goals and dreams. This study clearly shows that refugee students see their teachers, especially 
their ESL teachers who helped them adapt to the U.S. education as playing a major role. They 
also see themselves as playing a major role in the cultural adaptation process as they deciphered 
the U.S. school system with their own motivation and appreciation of their new life. 
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CHAPTER 6. ANALYSIS/DISCUSSION 
 
Based on the findings of this research, I conclude that these refugee students were 
enthusiastic and on the path of success. The students adapted to the U.S. schools in short 
amounts of time. I understand that this statement does not mean all refugee students are 
successful, but this investigation could help teachers to broaden their images about refugee 
students and enhance their understanding. Student adaptation and desire to be successful 
happened, in part, because of help from ESL teachers. The questions that I pondered when 
conduction this research were the following: Why were ESL teachers more effective than 
mainstream teachers in refugee students’ experiences? What did ESL teachers practice to help 
students accommodate and feel welcome in U.S. schools? Why were refugee students motivated 
to achieve their goals? In this chapter, I will unpack these questions based on three themes, and I 
will connect the findings to the theoretical framework of Noddings (1995) regarding the ethic of 
care.  
Why ESL Teachers? 
I found that refugee students were influenced by their ESL teachers more so than by their 
mainstream teachers, and their ESL teachers seemed to have greater understanding of refugee 
students because all participants described the support of their ESL teachers. The success of ESL 
teachers could have been due partly to having a shared background and a knowledge of their 
students’ histories and needs.  
Shared Background 
A key reason that ESL teachers understand their refugee students is because some ESL 
teachers, not all of course, have immigrant or refugee backgrounds. Their life experiences, 
struggles, and needs were similar to those of their students. Eynas, Moses, and Fatima talked 
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about their strong relationships with their ESL teachers, which they thought stemmed from their 
teachers having been refugees or have taught at refugee camps before. The students they felt 
strong connections to their teachers because they could trust a teacher who had the same 
experience. ESL teachers seemed to acquire information and classroom practices based on their 
prior refugee experiences, instead of relying on other research and recommendations. When 
Eynas was sad, her ESL teacher, who came to the U.S. as a refugee, told her to look at life in a 
positive way because there was nothing worse than life in a refugee camp. This solace showed 
that the teacher had reflected on her own experience. Therefore, her advice was strong and 
valuable. Fatima’s teacher, who was a Bosnian refugee, bought Fatima a pair of shoes because 
Fatima’s old shoes did not protect from the snow. But the teacher told Fatima that the shoes were 
early birthday gift. The same ESL teacher who taught Eynas and who was a refugee, took 
Eynas’s class to the refugee festival. She had a message that the refugees were not alone, and she 
provided emotional support.  
Thus, it seems that ESL teachers, or any teachers, who have come to the United States as 
refugees or immigrants feel the plight and needs of refugee students more deeply because they 
can relate to them. This assertion agrees with a study by Faez (2012), which concluded that 
immigrant teachers who teach ESL students (including refugee and immigrant students) are more 
effective, understanding, and closer to their students than domestic-born teachers. Faez asserted 
that such closeness and understanding results from shared life experiences. Faez’s (2012) study 
did not necessarily focus on refugee students, but it proved that, when teachers and students 
share the same backgrounds, they tend to build positive connections. Therefore, my findings and 
those of Faez (2012) indicate that teachers who come from a refugee or immigrant background 
are likely to be more supportive of refugee students.   
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There are many other reasons why refugee students feel a special connections and strong 
relationships with their ESL teachers. My findings suggest that one reason some of my study 
participants felt close to their ESL teachers was because the teachers taught refugee students, for 
example in refugee camps, before coming to the United States. It seemed that Kwa Lar’s ESL 
teacher was so supportive and helpful because she had earlier performed volunteer teaching at 
refugee camps in Thailand, thus, she was familiar with the situation of the refugee students from 
those same camps and familiar with their background education. Likewise, Moses’ teacher 
volunteered at the same refugee camp in which he had lived. Therefore, she not only had a 
welcoming and friendly relationship with Moses, but she volunteered teaching him subjects other 
than English. Clearly, ESL teachers who have travelled to refugee camps and had the refugee 
experience or who had experienced teaching refugees, are effective in supporting and creating a 
welcoming environment for refugee students in the U. S.  
Another reason that could explain the relationships of ESL teachers with refugee 
students, specifically their linguistic learning process, is the fact that knowing a second language 
creates great interest in knowing about other cultures. This point did not arise in my study, but, 
based on my analysis and other literature, this reason may be significant. According to Ellis 
(2004), most ESL teachers speak more than their native language, thus, knowing a second 
language helps them to foster verbal and non-verbal cultural competence when communicating 
with their students from diverse social and educational backgrounds. The refugee students in my 
study affirmed that they felt more welcomed by their ESL teachers because the teachers 
respected their cultures and were aware of and understood there is diversity in students’ cultural 
traditions. In Naema’s case at least, her ESL teacher knew how to greet Naema in the Somali 
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language and he knew some verses of the Quran, which made Naema comfortable around him 
and created a welcoming academic environment.  
Moreover, teachers who know another language, whether through studying or were born 
in a home that speaks a second language, have effective approaches in teaching a second 
language (Ellis, 2004). The teachers who were interviewed in Ellis (2004) study affirmed that the 
process of learning their second language made them aware of their students’ learning process 
and helped them come up with effective lessons based on their second language learning 
experience. Therefore, this could be a good reason why my participants thought of their ESL 
teachers as good teachers and relied on them to teach them other subjects. Not only teachers who 
share the same background with their students are effective teachers in teaching refugee students, 
but it appears that teachers who are well-prepared and trained to teach refugee students are also 
effective. 
Preparedness of Teachers 
Another reason that may help ESL teachers develop a more positive and healthy 
relationship with their refugee students is that ESL teachers are prepared and trained to teach 
refugee and immigrant students either in their TESOL programs or in TESOL professional 
development. This fact does not necessarily happen in each TESOL program, but some TESOL 
programs focus on refugee education, especially in states with large refugee populations. For 
example, in a qualitative study by Smolen, Zhang, and Detwiler’s (2013) about ESL teachers’ 
service-learning course in their TESOL program, the seven teachers interviewed affirmed their 
preparedness to teach refugee students. The program was part of their TESOL certificate, and the 
teachers had their class meetings in some Karen refugee houses, where they spoke with families 
and children. The teachers said they learned about their cultures, struggles, and their motivations. 
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Again, this program might focus on Karen refugees only, but, certainly, it gives ESL teachers a 
chance to reflect on their experiences with other refugees in class. Perhaps, ESL teachers might 
take second language acquisition classes in their programs, and according to Gordon (2011), 
“second language acquisition demonstrates that cognitive processing, attention, and memory, 
factors that are affected by traumatic experiences, are key to second language acquisition.” (p. 3). 
Therefore, ESL teachers could be aware of the learning process of their refugee students who 
may have experienced trauma. 
 On the other hand, mainstream teachers likely lack training in second language 
acquisition, cultural adaptation, and teaching refugee students. According to Goodwin (2002), 
many teachers have little or no idea about their refugee students’ lives, and some do not even 
know the difference between their refugee and immigrant students. I could not find sufficient 
research to support this point, and that could be a gap in the research related to the preparation of 
teachers who instruct refugee students. However, it seems that ESL teachers are better trained to 
teach refugees, and that training is one reasons why the refugee students in my study felt their 
ESL teachers understood them and related to them more so than their other teachers. It is likely, 
at least with most ESL teachers, that they seek working with immigrant and refugee students 
because they have an interest in those specific populations, in working with an international 
student body, and/or in approaching teaching as more than just instruction. 
The Importance of Teaching More than English  
Refugee students fleeing wars and persecution leave their countries and bring many 
complex experiences such as trauma, violence, and displacement (Keyes & Kane, 2004). Many 
of these students have never had any education prior to arrival in their final host country 
(Dryden-Peterson, 2016). My study shows clearly that all the participants have lived traumatic 
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experience, whether they were born before fleeing to refugee camps or they were born in refugee 
camps. The pre-migration and migration stories of the participants in Chapter four clearly show 
that these students still carry these stories with them and remember them clearly and in detail. 
For example, Moses spoke in great detail about witnessing rapes and killing in his village in 
Burma, and later he narrated the difficult and dangerous path he took to flee. Then, even with no 
background education, he was placed in ninth grade, which he said was the most confusing and 
difficult experience. Eynas narrated her migration story, then later in her narration, she 
mentioned the psychological issues and nightmares she was confronting. Fatima and Lah were 
also PTSD victims. They described health struggles they encountered in high school and how 
those struggles affected their academic performance. Thus, the question I asked myself while 
reading and analyzing their stories was the following: Why were these students enthusiastic and 
successful even after all they had experienced, and, if the majority of students said English was 
not their main concern in academic experience, what was their main concern and why was it 
important for teachers to teach refugee students more than the English language?   
Sharing their Stories 
My findings show that activities not necessarily related to English language acquisition, 
such as giving students chance to share their backgrounds and life stories, played an important 
part in helping refugee students to feel a sense of belonging and helped them to make friends.  
Many participants expressed a strong desire to discuss aspects of their background. Many felt 
that sharing their migration stories was relieving, and, when teachers grouped them and gave 
them a task to narrate their stories, some students felt that was the best activity. This part of my 
findings resonates with a qualitative study of Ryu and Tuvilla (2018) about the experiences of 
Burmese students. Their research showed that students who shared their stories with others 
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gained confidence and self-esteem and became advocates for refugee students in their schools. 
My findings coincide with this study agrees regarding student story sharing.  
Other students thought speaking about their cultural and religious festivals or bringing 
traditional food to class made the class feel like a second home. The ability to share their 
backgrounds and traditions helped students develop self-esteem and well-being, because a couple 
of them showed comfort and relaxation after such class activities and some showed a great desire 
to return to class. Students in the study by Ryu and Tuvilla (2018) viewed themselves as people 
of knowledge and owners of stories that others in American society needed to hear This attitude 
seemed to help refugee students to have more confidence and do well in school. Therefore, the 
reason why some students said they picked up the English language quickly is possibly because 
they felt comfortable and such activities, the teachers practiced with their refugee students, 
increased their enthusiasm into their ESL classes.  
Teaching about the U.S. School System 
One of the largest problems that seemed to affect refugee students’ school performance 
was the new school system. Most refugees arrive in the United States without any knowledge 
about school systems (Rah et al., 2009). Almost all participants insisted that unfamiliarity with 
the education system was a major challenge. Again, some of my participants came with no prior 
education, and, even if they had been to school, the new U.S. system was difficult to learn. When 
Eynas stayed in one classroom thinking, as in her home country, that it was the teacher that 
changed and the students remained, she was marked absent in her other classes and she missed 
other classes. Newly arrived refugee students did not seem to have clear directions in such 
matters either from their ESL or mainstream teachers. Cleverly, Moses’ ESL teacher used a color 
code for each room, so that Moses could follow the colors to his classes; the teacher knew that he 
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could not read and it was his first time in a formal school. The technique enabled Moses learn 
about the school system  
SAT and ACT tests and the concept of GPA were unfamiliar to refugee students, despite 
being crucial to acceptance by universities. Some of my participants, like Ghasan, did not even 
know how to graduate and what a credit system was. He did not know how long he had to stay in 
school and what he needed to graduate. Ghasan never took an SAT test practice, thus he scored 
poorly. Many refugee students did not know their acceptance to some universities was based on 
their SAT and GPA scores, thus, they finished up going to community colleges to continue their 
education, even though some of them expressed interest in going directly to four-year university 
programs. Obviously, instructing about the school system and finding ways to teach about the 
system would facilitate the transition of refugee students to college. Although I found several 
studies on teaching practices for refugee students, I failed to find a study that referred to the 
importance of teaching the school system itself.  
To conclude, based on my findings, it seems that my participants’ ESL teachers were 
aware of their refugee students’ situations, their trauma-induced psychological issues, and their 
educational backgrounds. Therefore, they did not seem to focus on teaching only the English 
language, but they instituted activities to help students acculturate and feel welcome. However, 
schools made little effort to inform refugee students about the workings of the U.S. education 
system. My findings show that refugee students need more than just English to transit smoothly 
into their new schools. This view disagrees, somewhat, with Hamilton and Moore (2004), whose 
research suggested that teaching the English is the most crucial practice that helps refugee 
students acculturate to life in the U.S.. However, my findings show that teaching more than just 
the language is more crucial for refugee students’ adaptation.  
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Student Success  
The findings also show clearly that the refugee students were enthusiastic, and they 
seemed to be thriving in their new circumstances. Although they came with little or no 
education, and some of experienced PTSD and family separation, they definitely showed signs of 
success. All of the students finished high school and attended college, and they all spoke about 
plans, goals, and dreams. I concluded that their success was nurtured by their ESL teachers and 
some of mainstream teachers and their motivation and industrious work.  
Student Motivation  
Motivation is an important aspect of refugee student success. All the students I 
interviewed mentioned that their experiences as refugees compelled them to do the seemingly 
impossible. When students reflected on their previous experiences and recalled their life in either 
their home countries or refugee camps, they realized that their new life with more options and 
opportunities was there for them, they just need to work extra hard to get there. Many students 
mentioned how depressing their life was in refugee camps and some, like Htoo, referred to it as a 
prison. Lah said her camp life was a life with no goals and no change; the same routine repeated 
every day. Therefore, when refugees have better opportunities, they thrive, and they are 
especially passionate about education. This observation agrees with a study by Ryu and Tuvilla 
(2018), who found that refugee students valued their lives in the United States and looked on 
them as opportunities for a better future and better education, instead of viewing their situations 
negatively.  
Another common denominator that I found among the participants was their appreciation 
of educational opportunity in the United States. In addition, they were grateful to have legal 
documents and citizenships after living as stateless refugees. Many students set their short-term 
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goal as finishing their college degrees and moving on to their long term goals of either obtaining 
well-paying and stable jobs or opening their own businesses. These goals appear to exist due to 
student beliefs in the opportunities their new country has presented. These refugee students seem 
to believe that education is not just a given, or a right, it is privilege and so they seem to 
understand this perhaps more than other students do. 
Again, their refugee backgrounds helped the students to think positively about their 
current and future lives. They all mentioned that they wanted to make their parents happy and 
proud, and several students pointed out that their parents did not have chances to finish their 
education, but they were willing to fulfill their parents dreams. This view agrees with Ryu and 
Tuvilla (2018) who showed how refugee students were motivated to work conscientiously in 
high school because they wanted their parents to be proud and they wanted to achieve the dreams 
that their parents could not attain. As mentioned earlier, refugees seem to look at education in a 
positive way and they view it as an opportunity to improve their lives. Moreover, a combination 
of that attitude and their parents’ incorporeal support makes students even more serious and 
about achieving success.  
Teacher Support 
In addition to student motivation, teacher support from ESL and mainstream teachers also 
contributed to motivating the students to be where they are today. For example, Eynas said 
“without my ESL teacher, I wouldn’t be where I am today and where I am going in my future” 
(Eynas, October 24, interview). Their teachers, especially their ESL teachers, were supportive, 
encouraging, patient, and understanding. On many occasions, students felt depressed and 
unmotivated, but their ESL teachers lifted them and employed special techniques to help the 
student return to school. This finding agrees with a study by Hos (2016) who detailed how 
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supportive teachers who used different teaching techniques and exercised patience and caring 
helped refugee students feel welcome in school. Such practices helped many students return 
complete assignments. Students reacted positively because of their teachers’ supportive attitudes 
(Hos, 2016). Hos (2016) affirmed that being patient with refugee students showed that teachers 
cared, and it motivated students to perform better.  
The support my participants received from their teachers seemed to help them set goals of 
graduating from high school and enrolling in college. This conclusion agrees with what a teacher 
expressed in a study of Roxas (2010); the teacher encouraged her refugee students to set goals, 
and the first and most important goal was to graduate and progress to the next step. The teacher 
believed that all teachers are responsible for helping refugee students understand the importance 
of obtaining a high school diploma so, as she described it, they can achieve their “American 
dream.” Therefore, supportive teachers have foresight for their students’ futures and not only 
during the time they are in class (Rae, 2003). 
The care teachers practiced with my participants was an important element that helped 
the student to adapt, overcome struggles, and blend in easily in their new academic life. To 
further examine this point, in the next section, I examine the practice of care by teachers, as 
observed through the lens of Noddings’ (1995) ethics of care.  
Noddings’ Ethics of Care 
Because the experiences of refugee students are often fraught with trauma, and, at the 
very least, they find themselves in a new location with a new culture and likely a new language, 
being “cared for” and “cared about” (Noddings, 1984, pp. 9-10) are likely to be necessary for a 
positive educational and cultural adaptation experience. Noddings’ work might not be particular 
for teaching refugee students, but I was interested in seeing how her theory of care would be 
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useful for making sense of the student narratives of their school experiences. Because refugee 
students have various weaknesses and strengths, caring teachers would create a safe and positive 
learning environment based on trust among students and their teachers. According to Noddings 
(1992), teachers exhibit caring by four different meanings of care: modeling, dialogue, practice, 
and confirmation. Modeling is one of the most important aspects of moral education (Noddings, 
2003). I found ESL teachers to be the individuals who modeled care with their refugee students. 
In the case of Napoleon, when he greeted his teacher with “hi, how are you? Have you eaten?” 
the students laughed at him, but the teacher taught the class about different cultures and different 
greetings. She made them share the greetings they use in their language, and then she started 
greeting Napoleon with his same greeting. By greeting Napoleon in his native manner, the 
teacher tried to model respect and understanding of other cultures. On another occasion, when a 
math teacher tried to collect some funds for Fatima to help her visit her mother, this teacher 
seemed to model help that, possibly, other students could practice. Therefore, teachers, 
specifically ESL teachers, seemed to model care with their refugee students.  
The second means of care is by dialogue. Noddings (2006) explained that care is 
practiced between students and teachers when dialogue occurs. For Noddings (2006), dialogue 
should be based on understanding and respecting each other’s culture, and it requires attentive 
listening by both parties to prevent making unjust or inaccurate assumptions. In my findings, 
ESL teachers seemed to encourage dialogue among students themselves and between the teacher 
and students. Naema’s teacher convened speaking circles every Tuesday and Thursday for 
students to speak about their lives or other issues that teachers chose. The teacher let students 
listen to each other and respect each other’s opinions. Moreover, the ESL teachers seemed to 
encourage dialogue between themselves and the refugee students by listening to their questions 
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and concerns and by leaving their office doors open for students to visit whenever they felt a 
need to talk. Naema said her teacher cried when she heard her story and she advised her to write 
a book. When Htoo was sad because students made fun of him, his ESL teacher spoke with him 
in her office about why he was sad. The main key for a healthy dialogue is good listening, and 
his teacher listened carefully and thought of a solution to restore his mood. Such a practice by 
teachers shows patience and care. 
Practice is the third means of care in Noddings’ theory. Practice is enhanced by modeling 
and dialogue. Practice is usually adopted in classrooms when teachers encourage students to 
interact with and support each other (Noddings, 1995). In my findings, most ESL teachers 
seemed to encourage students to work together. Some advised other students to help newly 
arrived refugees with translation, and some teachers encouraged students to be part of the society 
and help. For example, Htoo’s teacher advised him take role in a church. So, Htoo volunteered as 
a driver for elderly people. In these two examples, to practice care, the ESL teachers gave 
students tasks to help each other or to help society. According to Noddings (1995), if teachers 
want their students to practice care, the teacher must let them practice and experience care 
instead of simply describing care.  
Noddings’ fourth means of care is confirming the good in students. Noddings (1995) 
stated that “through confirmation, the teacher encourages and shapes the student by assisting in 
the construction of his or her self-ideal” (p. 223). Caring teachers tend to bring out the talents 
and expertise of their students and encourage them to develop their abilities. By dialogue and 
practice, teachers can find the good in their students and motivate them to continue developing 
those virtues. I completely agree that ESL teachers, perhaps not all but most, tried to affirm what 
their students did well and encouraged them persist by using phrases such as “good job” or by 
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showing appreciation for their work. Often, Naema’s ESL teacher appreciated her writing and 
participation in class. After observing that Naema was interested in politics and willing to speak 
about her challenges and struggles, Naema’s ESL teacher told her that she was smart and spoke 
well, so she should try to join the Student Senate. Naema took her advice and became a member 
who spoke for the refugee students of her school. Moses mentioned in his ESL class that he liked 
wrestling and he was a good wrestler. His ESL teacher got him on the school wrestling team, 
which increased Moses’ enjoyment of school. What I see from these and other examples of ESL 
teachers affirming the talents of their refugee students and praising their work is definitely the 
practice of confirmation of care.  
Overall, ESL teachers involved their refugee students in variety of learning experiences 
that clearly fit with Noddings’ ethics of care. In addition, many of the experiences refugee 
students narrated regarding their ESL teachers’ practice aligned with the four components of 
ethics of care. The ESL teachers enacted an ethics of care by their practice of patience, empathy, 
and advocacy. Several students repeated the phrase “my ESL teacher was caring”. Many ESL 
teachers were empathic with their refugee students, they took time to explain their subjects 
outside class, they were when students did not understand, and they stood by their side when 
students faced some type of racism.  
Conclusion 
Refugee students have better connections and trustful relationships with their ESL 
teachers than with their mainstream teachers. The data show that ESL teachers are more effective 
in refugee student academic and social life. The positive relationships arise partly because some 
ESL teachers share similar life experiences as refugees or immigrants. Another reason, based on 
my data, is that some ESL teachers had volunteered at refugee camps, thus, they had more 
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experience with refugee students compared with mainstream teachers. Nevertheless, some 
mainstream teachers left an influence on some refugee students.  
Another key point I found is the importance of teaching refugee students more than just 
English. The students need information about the workings of the school system, and the 
opportunities to discover and feel comfortable in their new school environment. Some 
investigators have asserted that learning a language is the major obstacle for all ESL students, 
refugee or otherwise. However, my data show that refugee students need instruction in more than 
just language. Indeed, my participants said they acquired English quickly. Furthermore, and as 
my data show, refugee students showed more positive than negative experience, and all of them 
showed enthusiasm towards their education and future. The reasons behind that positive attitude 
the students have could be because of the students’ motivation and the support they received 
from their teachers.   
Lastly, I found the emotional, social, and academic support ESL teachers practiced fit 
with Noddings’ ethics of care, thus, the practice of care with refugee students could help students 
adapt and be successful. In the next chapter, I describe how my findings answer the original 
research questions.  
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Chapter 7. Conclusion 
 
The purpose of this qualitative research was to examine the experiences of refugee 
students in U.S. public schools to broaden the research base about refugee student education. In 
addition, the study was intended provide knowledge for teachers to assist the refugee population. 
In this section, I answer the research questions based on the findings and analysis (Chapters 4-6), 
I discuss implications for teaching practice, and conclude with suggestions for further research.  
Answering the Research Questions 
Question One 
1. How do refugee students experience life in U.S. public schools? 
a. What positive experiences did they have, and what enabled those experiences? 
b. What struggles and challenges did they experience, and how did they overcome the 
challenges?  
c. How were relationships with teachers, peers, and other school staff characterized and 
experienced? 
Positive Experience  
The refugee students in my study related negative and positive stories of their high school 
experiences. However, more positive than negative stories arose. Most positive experiences 
occurred with ESL teachers and the way they practiced teaching. One positive experience 
common to all participants in my study was teacher support. On many occasions, the students 
narrated that their ESL teachers were encouraging, empathic, and understanding. When Naema 
told her life story to her group while doing group work, the teacher listened with tearful eyes. 
The teacher’s reaction displayed empathy towards her student; such practice creates strong bonds 
between teachers and refugee students, and it hones student cognitive skills (Weger, 2018). The 
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empathetic reaction of Naema’s teachers confirmed Nagasa’s (2014) findings that refugee 
students felt more welcomed and a sense of security in classes when their teachers listened to 
their stories and showed empathy.  
According to Mendenhall et al. (2017), because of their interrupted education and their 
trauma, refugee students need extra academic help from their teachers. Extra academic and social 
support was one of the positive experiences related by my participants. Several described how 
their ESL teachers stayed after school to help with English and other subjects. Eynas, for 
example, talked about how her ESL teacher stayed after school, during lunch time, and gave her 
permission to miss gym class so that she could help with the math with which the student was 
struggling.  
Another positive experience was the classroom practice by teachers. One practice that 
resonates with Gordon’s (2011) study was in-class meditation and yoga. Gordon (2011) found 
that yoga and meditation helped refugee students to relax. Some of my participants affirmed this 
finding by saying that their teachers let them pray and perform yoga for the first ten minutes of 
class, and they all said it helped them to focus.  
Challenges 
My participants mentioned several factors that caused stress and affected their academic 
performance. One important challenge worth mentioning is interrupted education. Refugees 
receive education in the countries of their first asylum in three ways: formal schools in refugee 
camps, formal schools in urban areas of the asylum countries, and informal education by 
volunteer teachers from the camps (Dryden-Peterson, 2016). Several of my participants had no 
formal education in camps. Most, especially students from Thai refugee camps, said that local 
refugees managed the schools, and the teachers were young people from the camp. There was no 
 145 
 
formal curriculum. Teachers essentially followed whatever textbooks they had. Lah had to study 
American history because that textbook was the only one available. Many others did not finish 
even elementary school. However, all were placed in high school on arrival in the United States. 
All the students complained about their difficulties to understand the textbooks, not only because 
of their limited English, but also their lack of background knowledge, especially science and 
math subjects. Therefore, the issue of interrupted education among my participants confirmed 
Hos’s (2016) qualitative study which showed that refugee students with interrupted education 
struggle the most academically.  
Other problems my participants confronted were separation from their families and their 
mental health. According to Fazel et al. (2005), 35% of refugee adolescents incur PTSD due to 
the violence and oppression they witnessed during pre-migration migration. Several of my 
participants mentioned that they were physically sick, sad, and had no desire to attend school or 
do anything at all. Lah, for example, had to stay home for six months when she first moved to the 
United States because she was depressed and felt dizzy. Eynas and Fatima had nightmares, and 
many students did not realize at first that they were depressed. Berman (2001) stated that refugee 
adolescents are much better at hiding their PTSD symptoms, and they tend to avoid talking about 
their depression with their teachers. This statement resonates with my participants’ cases. They 
all mentioned that they did not feel comfortable discussing their mental health, and Eynas said 
she hid it well and pretended that she did not have a problem. As a result, teachers did not know 
or ask about their students’ mental states. There were many other challenges my students faced, 
such as bullying and discrimination other academic struggles I described in Chapters five and 
six. 
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Relationships 
According to Bartlett, Mendenhall, and Ghaffar-Kucher’s (2017) refugee students tend to 
have strong and positive relationships with their teachers, and Yau (1996) reported that refugee 
students tend to build stronger relationship with their ESL teachers than other teachers. My 
findings confirmed the observations of these investigators. My data show that all my participants 
showed appreciation and close relationships with their ESL teachers. Most participants said they 
were closer to their ESL teachers than their mainstream teachers because their ESL teachers 
listened intently and gave them more time after class. Moreover, many students explained that 
their closeness to their ESL teachers was because the teachers taught them for more than one 
year and had more classes with them. Also, the activities ESL teachers had with their refugee 
students outside class built better relationships, whereas many participants, such as Naema, said 
their non-ESL teachers simply left after class, and they did not seem to want to know more about 
their students beyond what was required by the classes.  
To conclude, my first research question was answered based on my research findings, 
which coincided with other published studies. There were definitely mixed feelings of positive 
and negative student experiences, but there was a clear manifestation of more positive than 
negative experience. An important aspect that arose in my study and about which several 
commented was that the small class size and more time they had with ESL teachers helped build 
strong relationships with ESL teachers. This fact echoed Noddings ethics of care, which states 
that caring teachers need more time with their students if they want to support and guide them 
along their educational paths. With more time, students and teachers will have stronger 
relationships. Therefore, my next research question will answer how the four components of 
ethics of care were practiced.  
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Question Two 
2. What does “care” look like in high school classes with refugee students? 
a. How did refugee students experience the four components of care (modeling, 
practice, dialogue, and confirmation), practiced by their teachers? 
b. How did the practice of care by teachers help refugee students academically and 
socially?  
c. How did “care” in high school shape their post-high school lives? 
According to Torres (2016), caring teachers support and make students feel welcome in 
schools, and they believe in their students and their abilities. In my study, I found that ESL 
teachers and some mainstream teachers were empathic, understanding, and providing of all types 
of support. However, again, ESL teachers practiced care with their refugee students more so than 
mainstream teachers.  
Modeling care is one of the ethics of care components that ESL teachers appeared to 
practice with my participants. On several occasions, my participants talked about how they felt 
embarrassed and mocked because of a cultural misunderstanding. But their ESL teachers stepped 
in and edified respect and understanding of other cultures. For example, when Napoleon greeted 
his teacher using his cultural form of greeting “hi, how are you, have you eaten”, and students 
laughed at him, the teacher "Googled” the meaning of his greeting and explained that it was part 
of his generosity. After this explanation, the teacher began to greet Napoleon with the same 
phrase, so other students could practice respect as well. This story reflects the study by Hos 
(2016), wherein students had made fun of a refugee’s language, but the teacher ensured that the 
students recognized that everyone does, and was free to, make mistakes. Hos (2016) stated that 
the teacher wanted to put an end to students making fun of each other and encourage them to 
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practice respect. This story and many others, such as Htoo’s affair with Thanaka cream on his 
face, show that ESL teachers modeled care, and doing so helped students feel comfortable and 
welcome.  
Dialogue also seemed to be encouraged by ESL teachers. Many of my participants 
mentioned that their teachers were good listeners and encouraged them to visit after school. 
Many teachers encouraged students, like Naema and her peers, to converse in groups about each 
other’s life story. Such activities encouraged students to listen, feel, and respect the opinions of 
others.  
Some of my participants said their ESL teachers helped them to take roles in assisting 
their communities. For example, Htoo was encouraged by his ESL teacher to help at a 
community church, where he volunteered as a mini-van driver for elderly people, and which he 
found rewarding. That example is how the “practice” component of ethics of care was practiced 
by the ESL teachers.  
Almost all participants talked about how their ESL teachers were confirming. The 
teachers encouraged them with phrases like “good job” that made the refugee students feel more 
motivated. They also helped refugee students discover their talents, establish goals, and work to 
achieve them. According to Roxas (2010), caring teachers help their students find and achieve 
goals. Moreover, Noddings confirmed this idea by saying “To care for another person in the 
most significant sense, is to help him grow and actualize himself” (Noddings, 1984, p. 9).  
Noddings’ ethics of care has two main areas of caring: the aesthetic, which deals with 
teaching content and lessons to students, and the authentic, which deals with knowing personal 
lives of students and practicing care with individuals instead of the curriculum. The ESL teachers 
in my study seemed to practice both areas of caring. They practiced care using different materials 
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and activities that helped refugee students feel welcome, which promoted regular class 
attendance. In addition, their empathy, good listening, and their patience helped students to look 
forward to future opportunities. The support of ESL teachers seemed to help refugee students 
continue their education by attending college and planning future careers. Almost every 
participant talked about how his or her teacher motivated him or her to be where they were at the 
time of this study. Eynas said “if it was not because of ESL teacher, I would have never made it 
to college and chased my goals”. Furthermore, the practice of care by teachers helped refugee 
students accommodate and acculturate to their new lives in a relatively short amount of time.  
Question Three 
3. How do the experiences of being a refugee and migrant shape educational experience? 
According to Fazel et al. (2005), about 35% of refugee adolescents are diagnosed 
with PTSD due to their harsh pre-migration and migration experiences. Thus, I mentioned in 
my findings and analysis Chapters, some of participants suffered from PTSD, which made 
their educational experience difficult. However, all the participants seemed motivated and 
hopeful to achieve their dreams, probably because they were surrounded by positive school 
environments and supportive teachers and families (Mathews, 2008). As refugees, some of 
whom witnessed torture, kidnapping, and killing, they all mentioned one of the reasons that 
made them overcome their struggles was their appreciation to their new life and opportunities 
they have in the United States.  
All participants said that after living in refugee camps for long periods without 
promising futures, their new-found opportunities prompted them to work conscientiously in 
school to chase those opportunities. This attitude resonates with Ryu and Tuvilla’s (2018) 
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study, in which refugee students were observed to value their lives in the United States and 
look on them as opportunities for a better future instead of looking at them negatively.  
Many of my participants could not attend school in the refugee camps or in their 
home countries, thus, they all affirmed that the opportunity of education in the United States 
was a golden opportunity. Therefore, it was a motive factor to work hard, graduate, enroll in 
college. In addition to these reasons for doing well in high school, refugee students wanted to 
make their families proud and achieve what their parents were unable to achieve. This desire 
agrees with Ryu and Tuvilla (2018) who stated that refugee students’ parents play an 
important role in their children’s motivation because they want to see them succeed and 
achieve what they could not achieve.  
In conclusion, my study answered all my research questions that I posed at the 
beginning of this study. The data I collected from stories included their positive and negative 
experiences and factors that helped students overcome their negative experiences. Students 
described their relationships with teachers. This data answered the first research question 
about their experiences in U.S. public schools. The data also revealed the support refugee 
students received from teachers and how teachers practiced care, which answered the second 
research question. In their stories, students related how their experiences as refugees helped 
them be who they were, and this information answered the third research question. In the 
end, regardless of the struggles and challenges refugee students encountered in childhood and 
their adolescent period of life, they definitely showed resilience, enthusiasm, and long-term 
goals that they are still pursuing.  
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Implications for Practice 
Based on my findings and analysis, I have some recommendations for teachers and 
school administrators that may help refugee students academically and socially in the United 
States.  
1. Some of my participants mentioned that they benefited from after school tutoring 
from teachers or their places of worship. I recommend that schools adopt LEAD 
(Literacy, English and Academic Development) (Miles & Bailey McKenna, 2017), a 
combination of culturally relevant and trauma-informed teaching practices, because 
my findings and analysis show that most refugee students arrive with quite limited 
educational background or no education at all. Their trauma and cultural differences 
are crucial obstacles for performance in school. Therefore, a LEAD program would 
assist refugees to quickly adapt and immerse themselves in the U.S. education 
system. Furthermore, a cultural broker with the same background would be helpful to 
include in such a program.  
2. Relaxation strategies in classrooms with refugee students is useful. I found that 
refugee students benefited from prayers and yoga at the beginning of their ESL 
classes. All teachers, not only ESL teachers, should consider such practice to reduce 
student stress and anxiety. 
3. Training and workshops for refugee student parents to inform about the U.S. school 
system helps families to support their children. All my participants said that their 
parents provided them with incorporeal support, but their parents were unable to help 
children navigate the requirements of the school system. Obviously, parents need to 
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be aware of their childrens’ educational progress, and this knowledge will become 
readily available if schools provide relevant workshops for parents.  
4. More explicit teaching about the U.S. school system provides clear understanding of 
expectations and how the system operates. Several participants suggested that they 
wished they had known more about the ACT and SAT tests and the importance of the 
GPA for college acceptance. Therefore, I recommend that teachers instruct refugee 
students about the educational systems.  
5. Refugee students need more avenues to interact actively with American-born 
students. Many of my participants complained about not having chances to interact 
with non-ESL and immigrant students, particularly because they wanted to practice 
their English and learn about culture from other students. Therefore, schools should 
consider class that bring together American and refugee students other than the 
mainstream classes that do not necessarily allow refugee students to express 
themselves.  
Recommendations for Further Research  
There are several recommendations to further research in this area. 
1. Because this project examined the experiences of refugee students only from their 
narrations, it would be useful probe their experiences from teacher narrations. 
Teachers would provide their own perspectives such as the different practices they 
use with refugee students. Such a study would also reveal what teachers think about 
refugee students and their particular needs based on what they see in classrooms.  
2. A narrative inquiry or ethnographic study with the same students in college or after 
college would be useful in assessing how public school experiences helped them with 
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post-secondary education and attainment of goals. So far, this study focused on how 
experiences in public schools helped refugee students acculturate and accommodate 
to the U.S. school system, but it did not investigate the effects during and after 
college. It is equally necessary to know how K-12 schools and teachers affect refugee 
student success in long run.  
3. A study that focuses on refugee students’ mainstream class experiences would 
balance this study’s primary focus on ESL class experience. Students in the present 
study mentioned that their mainstream teachers, but there are additional dimensions 
of their experiences in those classes that could be further studied. 
4. Overall, the ESL field should focus on research related to different practices to use 
with refugee students and research that may suggest ways to help refugee students 
feel welcome and accepted in their new school environment.  
Conclusion 
In this chapter, I answered my research questions and situated my findings/analysis 
within relevant literature. I suggested implications for practice and for additional research. My 
intention was to examine student experiences in public schools and student relationships with 
their teachers in general. However, my findings shifted mostly towards ESL teachers and refugee 
students because my participants passed more time in ESL classes and interacted mostly with 
their ESL teachers throughout their high school experience; the participants chose to prioritize 
these conditions in the interviews. Therefore, their narrations focused mostly on their ESL 
experiences. Overall, the refugee students I studied showed resilience and motivation and the 
established goals regardless of obstacles. Teaching refugee students is more than just instructing 
them in English. Teaching refugee students is about helping them to adjust to a new culture and 
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social system and to support their changing cultural identities. This activity is performed best 
when there is a clear foundation of care, without which, students – all students – risk failure to 
thrive in our educational system. 
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Appendix A. Interview Guide 
 
1- Tell me about yourself?  
a. Where are you from?  
b. Why and how did you come to the U.S.?  
c. When you came here, what were your dreams and goals? What are they now? 
2- What was your education like before you arrived in the U.S.? 
a.  in your home country? 
b. In a refugee camp?  
3- Tell me about your experience in your high school in the U.S.?  
a. Timeline. (On this piece of paper, the line represents your life. Can you place key 
events – positive and negative – on this line chronologically? This will help us to 
talk about your experiences.) 
4- What was good about your high school experience? 
a- Tell me about your fun days at school? Why were they fun? 
b- What best stories can you tell me when you felt comfortable and happy in school? 
c- What did your teacher do to help you feel comfortable? What about your ESL 
teachers? Did they do anything special to make you feel welcomed and happy at 
school? 
d- How has your experiences as a refugee helped you with your education? How did it 
help you proceed to get your college degree? Do you think being a refugee helped 
push you to do well in school? Why? 
5- Tell me about your challenges in school? 
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a- Were there any challenges in your classes? What were they? How did you 
respond/react? 
b- How about studying?  
c- How about homework?     
d- Who helped you with your homework? Any of your teachers helped you? How 
about your ESL teachers, how did they help you with homework?    
e- What about other challenges you might have faced in school? What were they? How 
did you deal with these challenges? What did you do? Did you do anything special 
to help ease these challenges? 
f- What did your school (including principle and staff members) do to help with these 
challenges? 
6- Tell me about your relationships with your teachers?  
a. How would you characterize the relatonships? Strong? Weak? Distant? Close? 
Why so? 
b. Tell me about a time when you shared your personal stories with your teachers? 
How well did they listen to you? What did that mean to you?  
c. How did your teachers (mainstream and ESL teachers) influence your goals in 
your education? Did they help you decide which college you want to go to? What 
advice did they that might have helped you to choose your major?  
d. How did your teachers help with your high school graduation and your college 
enrollment? What did they do to motivate you finishing your high school 
education and getting into college? 
e. How did your teachers treat you in class or outside the class? Any stories? 
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f. Did any of your teachers become your role model? Why? What did she or he do 
to make you want to be like her or him? 
g. Do you think any of your teachers (both ESL and mainstream) influenced you or 
shaped your personality? How so? 
h. What did your teacher do to encourage you to be part of the discussion? Were you 
encouraged to share stories in class? 
i. How helpful your teachers were in overcoming your challenges? What did they 
do? What about your ESL teachers? How did they help you with your challenges? 
7- Tell me about your relationship with your peers? Who were your friends in high school? 
a- Let’s start with doing a “sociogram” where you plot you and your friends. [The 
length of lines connecting you represnets the closeness (short lines) or distance (long 
lines) in your relationships.] Talk about the patterns – ask about the close 
friendships and the distant ones.  
b- How hard or easy was it to make friends? Can you share any storeis? 
c- How involved your teachers were in making your peer relationship easier?  
d- Did your teachers encourage dialogue between you and your peers? Any stories? 
e- Did your teachers encourage other students to listen to your stories or  other 
students’ stories? 
8- Tell me about clubs and organizations you were part of or attended in school?  
a- How did you participate? Who encouraged you to be part of them? How helpful your 
teachers were to talk you into them? 
b-  How helpful these clubs and organiations were in terms of  your school and 
adaptation?  
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c- What about in your ESL learning experience, did you have any of these clubs, or 
have your teachers talked about them in class? Did your ESL teachers encourage you 
to be part of them? 
9- Talk to me about your high school teachers – how well did they know you?  
a- How would your teachers describe you?  
b- How would they describe your social life in school? 
c- What do they think your academic strengths and weaknesses are? 
d- Did any of your teachers help you discover your talents or did they help you improve 
them? How? 
e- What did they know about your family?  
f- What did they know about your history before coming to the school? 
g- What did they know about your life outside of school?  
10- Tell me about your ESL classes? 
a- Did you like your ESL classes? Why and why not? 
b- Can you tell me a story of how helpful your ESL classes were in your school 
experience? How did these classes help you with your regular classes? 
c- How about your ESL teachers? How was your relationship with them? How were 
they helpful and supportive? Do you remember any good advice they gave you? 
11-  Given your experiences in high school, what recommendations do you have for schools 
and teachers who work with refugee students? What can they do better? What do they 
do well?  
12- What else do you want to talk to me about?  
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a. What else do you think I didn’t ask about that is important to understanding your 
expeirence in high school? 
b. What didn’t I ask you about how a refugee background intersects with schooling? 
Thank you for your time and sharing your stories! 
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Consent Form 
 
ADULT CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH 
 
THE EXPERIENCES OF FORMER ESL REFUGEE STUDENTS IN U.S. PUBLIC 
SCHOOLS 
 
Principal Investigator: Mr. Yacoub Aljaffery. Graduate (PhD) student.  
 
Institution: DePaul University, Chicago, Illinois, USA 
 
Department, College: College of Education/ Curriculum Studies 
 
Faculty Advisor: Monkman Karen, PhD. College of Education  
 
Key Information: 
 
What is the purpose of this research? 
We are asking you to be in a research study because we are trying to learn more about refugee 
students’ experiences, in terms of their education, social relationships and adaptation, in public 
schools. I would like to see what stories they can recall from their past experience as refugee 
students. This study is being conducted by Yacoub Aljaffery at DePaul University as a 
requirement to obtain his Doctoral degree. This research is being supervised by his faculty 
advisor, Dr. Monkman Karen. 
 
Why are you being asked to be in the research? 
You are invited to participate in this study because you attended high school in the U.S. as a 
refugee and now you are in college, and the researcher is looking for participants like you to get 
stories about your high school experience in the U.S. 
 
What is involved in being in the research study? 
If you agree to be in this study, being in the research involves interviews. There will be set of 
questions about who you are and what your experience was like when you were a high school 
refugee student in the U.S. Questions will include your positive and negative experience, your 
relationship with your teachers and peers, and how your teachers helped you during your 
adaptation process in your high school. The interview will be audio recorded using my telephone 
device, and then the recording will be transcribed into written notes later in order to get an 
accurate record of what you said 
 
Are there any risks involved in participating in this study? 
You may feel uncomfortable or embarrassed (or sad or angry) about answering certain questions.  
You do not have to answer any question you do not want to. Feel free to skip to the next question 
or withdraw from the study at any time you would like to.  
    
Are there any benefits to participating in this study? 
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You will not personally benefit from being in this study. However, this study will help bring 
greater attention to the needs of refugee students and will help teachers to learn more about 
refugee students in their schools. 
 
How much time will this take? 
This study will take about 60-90 minutes for the first interview and 20 more minutes in a later 
time as a follow up interview if needed.   
 
Other Important Information about Research Participation 
You will be given a $20 gift card from Walmart as an appreciation for your time and efforts. The 
card will be given to you before the start of the interview.  
 
 
Are there any costs to me for being in the research? 
There are no costs to you for being in the research. However, you are responsible to pay for your 
gas.  
 
Can you decide not to participate?   
Your participation is voluntary, which means you can choose not to participate.  There will be no 
negative consequences, penalties, or loss of benefits if you decide not to participate or change 
your mind later and withdraw from the research after you begin participating.  
 
   
Who will see my study information and how will the confidentiality of the information 
collected for the research be protected? 
The research records will be kept and stored securely. Your information will be combined with 
information from other people taking part in the study. When we write about the study or publish 
a paper to share the research with other researchers, we will write about the combined 
information we have gathered. We will not include your name or any information that will 
directly identify you. Some people might review or copy our records that may identify you in 
order to make sure we are following the required rules, laws, and regulations.  For example, the 
DePaul University Institutional Review Board, my supervisor and committee members may 
review your information.  If they look at our records, they will keep your information 
confidential. To prevent others from accessing our records or identifying you, should they gain 
access to our records, we have put some protections in place. These protections include using a 
code (a fake name, a study ID number, etc.) for you and other people in the study and keeping 
the records in a safe and secure place [using a password protected computer, encrypting our 
records, etc.). 
 
We will remove the direct identifiers, like name or record number, from your information and 
replace it with a random code that cannot be linked back to you. This means we have de-
identified your information. We will not use the information collected for this study for any 
future research of our own or share your information with other researchers. 
 
The audio recordings will be kept until accurate written notes have been made, then they will be 
destroyed.  
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You should know that there are some circumstances in which we may have to show your 
information to other people. For example, the law may require us to show your information to a 
court or to tell authorities if you report information about a child being abused or neglected or if 
you pose a danger to yourself or someone else.] 
 
Please be aware that disclosing experiences with sexual or relationship violence during the 
course of research does not constitute a formal report to the University and will not begin the 
process of DePaul providing a response.  If you are seeking to report an incident of sexual or 
relationship violence to DePaul, you should contact Public Safety (Lincoln Park: 773-325-7777; 
Loop: 312-362-8400) or the Dean of Students and Title IX Coordinator (Lincoln Park: 773-325-
7290; Loop: 312-362-8066 or titleixcoordinator@depaul.edu).  Individuals seeking to speak 
confidentially about issues related to sexual and relationship violence should contact a Survivor 
Support Advocate in the Office of Health Promotion & Wellness for information and resources 
(773-325-7129 or hpw@depaul.edu). More information is available at 
http://studentaffairs.depaul.edu/hpw/shvp.html.  Individuals are encouraged to take advantage of 
these services and to seek help around sexual and relationship violence for themselves as well as 
their peers who may be in need of support. 
 
If you do disclose an experience with sexual or relationship violence, we will also provide you 
with a resource sheet containing this information at the end of the study.	
 
 
Who should be contacted for more information about the research? 
Before you decide whether to accept this invitation to take part in the study, please ask any 
questions that might come to mind now.  Later, if you have questions, suggestions, concerns, or 
complaints about the study or you want to get additional information or provide input about this 
research, you can contact the researcher. Yacoub Aljaffery, (651) 329-7194, 
eslteacher1980@gmail.com.  
 
This research has been reviewed and approved by the DePaul Institutional Review Board (IRB). 
If you have questions about your rights as a research subject, you may contact Susan Loess-
Perez, DePaul University’s Director of Research Compliance, in the Office of Research Services 
at 312-362-7593 or by email at sloesspe@depaul.edu.   
 
You may also contact DePaul’s Office of Research Services if: 
 
• Your questions, concerns, or complaints are not being answered by the research team. 
• You cannot reach the research team. 
• You want to talk to someone besides the research team. 
 
You will be given a copy [can print a copy] of this information to keep for your records. 
 
Statement of Consent from the Subject:   
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I have read the above information. I have had all my questions and concerns answered. By 
signing below, I indicate my consent to be in the research.  
 
 
Signature:_______________________________________________  
 
 
Printed name: ____________________________________________ 
 
 
Date: _________________ 
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Appendix C. IRB Approval 
DEPAUL 
UNIVERSITY 
DePaul IORG#0000628, FWA#00000099, IRB Registration#00000964 Page 1 of 2 
 
 
Office of Research Services 
Institutional Review Board 
1 East Jackson Boulevard 
Chicago, Illinois  60604-2287 
312-362-7593 
Fax: 312-362-7574 
Research Involving Human Subjects 
NOTICE OF INSTITUTIONAL REVIEW BOARD ACTION 
 
To:  Yacoub Aljaffery, Graduate Student, College of Education 
   
Date: October 2, 2019 
  
Re: Research Protocol # YA081619EDU 
 “The Experiences of Former ESL Refugee Students in U.S. Public Schools” 
Please review the following important information about the review of your proposed research activity. 
 
Review Details 
This submission is an initial submission. 
 
Your research project meets the criteria for Exempt review under 45 CFR 46.104 under the following 
category: 
 
(2) Research that only includes interactions involving educational tests (cognitive, diagnostic, aptitude, 
achievement), survey procedures, interview procedures or observation of public behavior (including visual or 
auditory recording) if at least one of the following criteria is met: 
(i) The information obtained is recorded by the investigator in such a manner that the identity of the human 
subjects cannot readily be ascertained, directly or through identifiers linked to the subjects;  
(ii) Any disclosure of the human subjects' responses outside the research would not reasonably place the 
subjects at risk of criminal or civil liability or be damaging to the subjects' financial standing, 
employability, educational advancement, or reputation; or 
(iii) The information obtained is recorded by the investigator in such a manner that the identity of the human 
subjects can readily be ascertained, directly or through identifiers linked to the subjects, and an IRB 
conducts a limited IRB review to make the determination required by 45 CFR 46.111 (a)(7). (REQUIRES 
LIMITED IRB REVIEW OF PRIVACY AND CONFIDENTIALITY) 
 
Approval Details 
Your research was originally reviewed on September 9, 2019 and revisions were requested. The 
revisions you submitted on September 16, 2019 were reviewed and approved on October 2, 2019. 
 
Number of approved participants: 20 Total  
You should not exceed this total number of subjects without prospectively submitting an 
amendment to the IRB requesting an increase in subject number. 
 
Funding Source: 1) None. 
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